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To Terry and Leo 




Preface 


n the decade since the publication of the first edition 
of this book, a veritable flood of literature has appeared in 
Western languages on topics relating to Tibetan religion, 
history, and culture. At the same time, the availability of 
Tibetan texts that were either difficult to access or that 
had been presumed lost has increased. A number of groundbreaking stud¬ 
ies by academics have appeared, and there is now a substantial library of 
treatises, videos, and CDs, as well as Internet-based resources by Tibetan 
masters describing aspects of their philosophical and meditative tradi¬ 
tions, folk tales, traditional stories, biographies and autobiographies, and 
oral and written discourses on such topics as astrology, divination, and 
Vajrayana. 

The first edition was the result of years of study in university courses 
and libraries with primary texts, secondary works, oral instructions by 
lamas from the four major orders of Tibetan Buddhism (Nyingma, Kagyu, 
Sakya, and Geluk), as well as fieldwork in the Himalayan region. The goal 
of the first edition—and of the present one—was to meet the growing 
need for an introduction to Tibetan Buddhism written specifically for peo¬ 
ple with little or no previous exposure to the tradition. 

This book is intended for an audience of undergraduates, Buddhist 
practitioners looking for an overview of the tradition, and readers with a 
general interest in the subject. It attempts to provide information regard¬ 
ing the history and practices ofTibetan Buddhism in a clear manner, with¬ 
out presuming previous knowledge of the subject, and also without 
assuming the supremacy (or inferiority) of any school or lineage. Its out¬ 
line is not derived from any traditional organizing structure, and grows 
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out of my own study of this tradition and my attempts to place its com¬ 
ponents in context and to make sense of the often conflicting claims and 
counterclaims of its exponents. 

The tragedy of Tibet’s invasion and annexation by the People’s Repub¬ 
lic of China in the 1950 s has had a devastating effect on the people of Tibet 
and their rich traditional culture, but the rest of the world has benefited 
from the resulting diaspora, which has brought Tibetan lamas out of their 
monasteries and retreat huts and into universities and newly-established 
Buddhist centers. Now students can have access to them in ways that 
would have been impossible in traditional Tibet. 

As a result of their exposure to teachings and teachers from this tradi¬ 
tion, thousands of Westerners have become Tibetan Buddhists, and there 
is widespread interest even among nonconverts in the public lectures of 
such luminaries as the Dalai Lama, Sogyel Rinpoche, Pema Norbu Rin¬ 
poche, and Sakya Tridzin. Modern technology allows their words to be 
printed and disseminated all over the world, in print and electronic forms. 
Most major cities in North America, Europe, and Australia have at least 
one Buddhist center, and many have several representing various denom¬ 
inations. College courses on Buddhism in general and Tibetan Buddhism 
in particular are a common feature of contemporary curricula. 

The present incarnation of this book incorporates a number of impor¬ 
tant new perspectives and theories. In addition, my own expanding 
knowledge of the subject has rendered some of my earlier conclusions 
questionable or outdated, but the possibility of writing a second edition 
provides a mechanism to revise and update my earlier work, one of the 
luxuries of modem word processing and publishing technology. 

As with the first edition, the scope of this book is broad, encompass¬ 
ing history, philosophy, ritual, architecture, art, and a range of other sub¬ 
jects, but it still only scratches the surface of this ancient and rich culture. 
The first part of the book explores the Indian background in which Bud¬ 
dhism arose. It focuses on the figure of the Buddha, some important doc¬ 
trines attributed to him, the practice and theory of Buddhist meditation, 
the main distinctions between the Mahayana and Hinayana schools, and 
the relation of Vajrayana to other Mahayana systems. Part two is con¬ 
cerned with the history and culture of Tibet, and examines its early reli¬ 
gious history, the present-day situation of Tibetan Buddhism, and some 
important aspects of the daily religious lives of Tibetan Buddhists. Part 
three looks at Vajrayana and at the most influential teaching lineages of 
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Tibetan Buddhism, focusing on their histories, important figures, and 
distinctive practices. 

Since beginning serious study of Tibetan Buddhism more than two 
decades ago, I have had the good fortune to receive oral instructions from 
some of the most prominent Western scholars of Buddhism as well as emi¬ 
nent and articulate exponents of each of the four orders of Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism. Grant-giving agencies including the Australian Research Council, 
the American Philosophical Association, and the American Institute for 
Indian Studies have generously funded several years of fieldwork study in 
south India, the Himalayan region (including Ladakh, Zanskar, Sikkim, 
and Himachal Pradesh), Nepal, and various sites in northern India. I have 
received oral teachings, both in groups and in private, from scores of lamas, 
and have been allowed to witness and participate in a number of esoteric 
rituals. These experiences have provided the raw material for this book in 
both of its incarnations. 

The scope of the project lies beyond the expertise of any researcher, 
and I would like to acknowledge my thanks to the many people who aided 
in the process of writing, editing, and correcting the various stages of the 
two editions. Sidney Piburn of Snow Lion Publications deserves credit 
for initiating the project and for his help throughout, as well as gently 
pressing me to get to work on the second edition. Joe Wilson’s comments 
and corrections of the first section made me rethink some of my initial 
assumptions. Thanks are also due to William Magee for his careful read¬ 
ing of the manuscript and for his comments. Since beginning a teaching 
career, various versions of this work have been studied and critiqued by 
hundreds of students in the United States and Australia, and many of 
them have made invaluable comments and clarifications. In addition, 
they have helped me in adapting what I have seen and read to an audi¬ 
ence of intelligent people with little or no background in the subject mat¬ 
ter, and they have been perhaps my greatest resource in this process. 
Ronald Davidson’s critique of the Sakya chapter significantly contributed 
to significant changes in the final version of the first edition, and I have 
greatly benefited from several of his conference presentations. I would 
also like to thank Paul Hackett for valuable information on sources. Sylvia 
Gretchen’s contributions in proofreading the Nyingma chapter and sug¬ 
gesting corrections are deeply appreciated. A special debt of gratitude is 
owed to Jeffrey Hopkins, my graduate advisor, whose unstinting help and 
advice provided me with a paradigm for an academic mentor. My wife 



14 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


Cindy has also made significant contributions to this project, both in 
terms of material support and through her help and encouragement. Her 
explanations of contemporary Western psychology and counseling tech¬ 
niques were very helpful in reaching an understanding of how they dif¬ 
fer from Buddhist meditation practices. 

A number of Tibetan scholars have contributed significantly to this 
book, among them the late Kensur Yeshe Thubten of Loseling Monastic 
College, with whom I studied in graduate school and during a year in 
India. Throughout my time in graduate school, Geshe Jambel Thardo 
patiently answered questions and provided oral instructions on a wide 
range of subjects, and much of my understanding of the Gelukpa scholas¬ 
tic system is due to him. Thanks are also due to Geshe Palden Dragpa of 
Tibet House in Delhi and Georges Dreyfus of Williams College, who ini¬ 
tiated me into the subtleties of Tibetan oral debate and who patiently 
answered hundreds of questions during our graduate studies. While in 
India in 1988 , many productive hours were spent discussing Buddhist phi¬ 
losophy with Professor Yeshe Thabkhe of the Central Institute of Higher 
Tibetan Studies. My sincere thanks to Ven. Samdhong Rinpoche, the cur¬ 
rent Kalon Tripa of the Tibetan exile government’s legislative assembly and 
former Vice-Chancellor of the Central Institute, and to Geshe Ngawang 
Samten for allowing me to study there on several occasions and for mak¬ 
ing available the considerable resources of that wonderful institution. 

Several Sakya lamas, including H.E. Chogye Trichen Rinpoche and 
Lama Choedak Rinpoche, have generously shared their knowledge of the 
“triple vision” and “path and result” teachings over the past several years 
and helped me to understand their complexities. Khetsun Sangpo Rin¬ 
poche guided me and a small group of students through Mipam’s exposi¬ 
tion of the “great perfection” during a memorable summer, and Khamtriil 
Rinpoche provided months of instructions on the preliminary practices 
and the techniques of great perfection meditation during a fieldwork trip 
to Dharamsala in the 1990 s. I would also like to thank H.H. the Dalai 
Lama for making time in his busy schedule to talk with me on several occa¬ 
sions and for the insights provided by his public lectures. Thanks are also 
due to Khenpo Konchog Gyeltsen for his many helpful talks on the Kagyu 
order and his making time to answer questions. I have also benefited from 
several invitations to lecture at the Kagyu E-wam Buddhist Institute in 
Melbourne, founded by Traleg Rinpoche, and from my informal discus¬ 
sions with him on various topics of Buddhist philosophy and practice 
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The Tibetan lamas who are now teaching publicly and publishing works 
for a Western audience are well versed in their respective traditions, but 
are generally not trained to place them in a wider context in Tibet or the 
Buddhist world, nor do their backgrounds prepare them for comparing 
their orders’ teachings and practices to those of other traditions. Much of 
Tibetan Buddhist literature is tinged with sectarian biases and broad 
(sometimes unfounded) generalizations about orders other than the one 
to which a particular teacher belongs, and the claims and counterclaims 
often prove confusing for those who have recently begun their study. In 
addition, traditional Tibetan mythology and hagiographical stories are 
often repeated by lamas who assume them to be veridical, and this creates 
conceptual difficulties for many Westerners, particularly those who have 
been exposed to modem science and skeptical philosophy. In a sense, this 
book is intended to explain Tibetan Buddhism to a foreign audience, one 
composed of people whose background and education resemble my own 
and who have encountered many of the same conceptual problems, ques¬ 
tions, and gaps that I have during my ongoing engagement with Tibetan 
Buddhism and its exponents. This is a rich and diverse tradition, and I 
expect that there will be a number of future editions, each of which will 
reflect my deepening and expanding understanding of this subject, as well 
as changing perspectives and theories. 

During the years I have studied Tibetan Buddhism and lived with 
Tibetans, it has become clear to me that this tradition is one of the rich¬ 
est shared legacies of humankind. It is my hope that this book will help 
make Tibetan Buddhism more accessible to interested students and that 
it will benefit sentient beings everywhere. 




Technical Note 


I n keeping with the introductory nature of this work, 
technical terms have been kept to a minimum. Some 
Tibetan words have been spelled phonetically and treated 
as English words, while others have been given English 
translations. The first occurrence of the most important 
technical terms is accompanied by an italicized transliteration in paren¬ 
theses. All other terms, as well as names, places, and titles of texts are given 
in indexes, along with their transliterated spellings. The transliteration fol¬ 
lows the system ofTurrell Wylie, which he describes in his article, “A Stan¬ 
dard System of Tibetan Transcription” (Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 
22,1959, pp. 261-76). 

Phonetic spellings of terms, names, and places have been adopted for 
the benefit of nonspecialists, who are often bewildered by the many unpro¬ 
nounced consonants found in Tibetan and by the subtleties of Tibetan 
pronunciation. Most words have been phoneticized in accordance with the 
dialect of Lhasa, the capital of Tibet and its cultural and religious center. 
Pronunciations of these words vary greatly in other parts of Tibet, but the 
central Tibetan pronunciation was chosen as the most commonly accepted 
standard. Some familiar terms have been rendered in accordance with their 
common spelling: for example, “Bon” and “Sakya.” In this edition I have 
adopted umlauts and accent marks to facilitate pronunciation of some 
Tibetan sounds. Thus, the “6” in cho (the Tibetan equivalent of the San¬ 
skrit term dharmd) is pronounced as in German, and the “e” in rinpoche 
is pronounced “ay.” Many Tibetan teachers who teach and publish in the 
West have established transliterations of their names that are widely used 
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(e.g., Lama Yeshe), and I have used these in this book instead of my own 
phonetic system. 

Most of the quotations used in the text are taken from English language 
publications. In cases where none was available (or where I disagreed with 
a published translation) my own translations have been provided. The 
decision to use other translations was based on complaints from students 
who read early versions of the manuscript and noted that for nonspecial¬ 
ists it is often frustrating to read a pithy quote and not be able to read the 
original text in order to obtain further information or explore the context. 
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Introduction 


t dawn in Dharamsala, as the sun rises over the moun¬ 
tains, a number of people are already awake and walking 
on the path around the residence of the Dalai Lama, the 
spiritual leader of the Tibetan people. Dharamsala is a 
small town in the northern Indian state of Himachal 
Pradesh perched on the side of Mt. Dhauladhar in the foothills of the 
Himalayas, the world’s highest mountains. Dharamsala today is the cen¬ 
ter of the Tibetan Buddhist exile community in India and the home of the 
Dalai Lama. Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, is considered by 
his followers to be a physical manifestation of Avalokitesvara ( Chenrezi ), 
the buddha of compassion and patron deity of Tibet. Forced to flee his 
homeland in 1959 when the Chinese army forcibly annexed Tibet, he and 
many of his people have resettled in India, where they continue to look 
over the mountains, hoping someday to return to their homeland. 

The harsh realities of diaspora and the tenuousness of their position in 
exile have not dimmed the reverence of the Tibetan people for the Dalai 
Lama, and the crowds that circumambulate his residence in Dharamsala 
are a testament to their respect for him. The individuals and groups walk¬ 
ing the path are a cross-section of the Tibetan community: male and 
female, young and old, lay and monastic, and people from all levels of soci¬ 
ety. Some are on their way to work or to shop, and chose the route around 
the Dalai Lama’s residence because they believe that circumambulating it 
brings merit, even if one only walks part of the way. Many of those on the 
path will make the circuit a number of times, and their trek will be an act 
of religious devotion. 

Most carry prayer beads, used to mark the number of times they chant 
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a mantra. The use of mantras is deeply rooted in Tibetan Buddhism. They 
are short prayers that are thought to subtly alter one’s mind and make a 
connection with a particular buddha, or awakened being. Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism has no gods in the Western sense of the term—the deities ofTibetan 
Buddhism are buddhas, literally “awakened ones,” who in past lives were 
ordinary people, but who have transcended the ordinary through their 
meditations and realizations. When Tibetans chant a mantra associated 
with a particular buddha, they are not simply asking for the blessings and 
aid of the buddha—the final goal of the practice is to become buddhas 
themselves, since buddhas are sentient beings who have actualized the 
highest potential that we all possess. 

The Tibetans walking around the Dalai Lama’s palace often chant the 
mantra of AvalokitesVara —om mani padme hum —a practice that pays 
tribute to the Dalai Lama as an incarnation of AvalokitesVara and focuses 
their minds on the goal of eventually attaining his level of wisdom and 
compassion, the two primary qualities that buddhas embody. Many will 
stop along the path at chodens (mchod rten, stupa)' small shrines that gen¬ 
erally contain religious artifacts of some sort. Often the Tibetans will make 
prostrations toward the chddens or toward the Dalai Lama’s residence. 
This is thought to bring great religious merit and, like the chanting of 
mantras, helps to orient one’s mind to the goal of buddhahood. 

One notable feature of this practice is its primary focus: other living 
beings. It is generally thought that if one performs religious actions solely 
for one’s own benefit, the practices are ineffective and yield little or no 
merit. Since one is trying to attain buddhahood—and since buddhas are 
beings whose compassion extends to all living creatures—anyone who 
chants the mantra of the buddha of compassion or pays homage to the 
Dalai Lama seeking personal gain is thought to be profoundly misguided. 
Tibetans recognize this, and when asked will generally indicate that they 
offer the merit of their religious devotions for the benefit of all sentient 
beings. 

All along the path are religious symbols, most of which are connected 
with AvalokitesVara or his human manifestation, the Dalai Lama. There 
are several mani walls, which are piles of stones, each of which is inscribed 
with the mantra om matiipadme hum. This literally means “ om in the jewel 
lotus hum,” although few of the Tibetans who chant the mantra would be 
aware of this. For most it is simply an invocation to the Dalai Lama and 
AvalokitesVara that brings merit in both the present and future lives. In 
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Indian Buddhist scriptures, the mantra is related to the notion that beings 
born in the “pure land” of Sukhavati (Joyous Land) arise in jeweled lotuses 
rather than wombs, and the mantra probably originally expressed an aspi¬ 
ration for rebirth there. Avalokitesvara is one of the principal figures of 
Sukhavati and is closely associated with Amitabha, the buddha who rules 
over it. 2 

The mantra has been interpreted in various ways, and Buddhist teach¬ 
ers commonly associate it with aspects of Buddhist thought and practice. 
The Dalai Lama, for example, relates it to the twin factors of method (skill¬ 
fully adapting one’s actions for the benefit of others) and wisdom (com¬ 
prehending the true nature of reality) and the transformation of one’s 
body, speech, and mind into those of a buddha. 3 A number of Tibetan 
teachers have connected each of the six syllables with the six “perfections” 

([pha rol tu phyin pa, paramitd: generosity, ethics, patience, effort, concen¬ 
tration, and wisdom) in which those who are on the path to buddhahood 
train, while others relate them to the six realms of rebirth and escape from 
them. 4 

The lotus ( [padma ) is an important symbol in Tibetan Buddhism and is 
commonly associated with the process of becoming a buddha. In Tibetan 
Buddhist iconography, buddhas are often seated on lotus thrones, indicat¬ 
ing their transcendent state. A lotus is born in the muck and mud at the 
bottom of a swamp, but when it emerges on the surface of the water and 
opens its petals a beautiful flower appears, unstained by the mud from 
which it arose. Similarly, the compassion and wisdom of buddhas arise 
from the muck of the ordinary world, which is characterized by fighting, 
hatred, distrust, anxiety, and other negative emotions. These emotions 
tend to cause people to become self-centered and lead to suffering and 
harmful actions. But just as the world is the locus of destructive emotions, 
it is also the place in which we can become buddhas, perfected beings who 
have awakened from the sleep of ignorance and who perceive reality as it 
is, with absolute clarity and with profound compassion for suffering liv¬ 
ing beings. 

Just as the lotus arises from the bottom of a swamp, so buddhas were 
formerly humans, immersed in the negative thoughts and actions in which 
all ordinary beings engage: the strife, wars, petty jealousies, and hatreds to 
which all humans, animals, and other creatures are subject. Through their 
meditative training, however, buddhas have transcended such things, and 
like lotuses have risen above their murky origins and look down on them 
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unsullied by the mud and mire below. The symbolism may be extended 
still further, because buddhas do not simply escape the world and look 
down on others with pity or detached amusement; rather, like the lotus, 
which has roots that still connect it with the bottom of the swamp, bud¬ 
dhas continue to act in the world for the benefit of others, continually 
manifesting in various forms in order to help them, to make them aware 
of the reality of their situations, and to indicate the path to the awaken¬ 
ing of buddhahood, which can free them from all suffering. 

These symbols are operating in the minds of the Tibetans who make 
the circuit around the residence of the Dalai Lama, and advanced practi¬ 
tioners have been exposed to oral teachings that further deepen their 
appreciation for the potential implications of the mantra om mayiipadme 
hum. They perceive AvalokitesVara (and his physical manifestation, the 
Dalai Lama) as the embodiment of their own highest aspirations, a per¬ 
son who through individual effort, compassionate activity, and diligent 
meditation has transcended the world, but who still continues to emanate 
physical manifestations for the benefit of others. The compassion of Aval¬ 
okitesVara is completely unstained by any ordinary emotions; he has no 
need for praise, does not seek the approval of others, and his actions are 
completely untouched by thoughts of personal gain. Rather, he exempli¬ 
fies the highest and purest level of compassion, a compassion that is said 
to be inconceivable to ordinary beings. This indicates the multifaceted 
nature of the symbolism of the mantra that Tibetans chant as they circum¬ 
ambulate the residence of the Dalai Lama. As they walk, they try to keep 
this symbolism in mind, because the more one familiarizes oneself with 
something the more natural it becomes, and one increasingly thinks and 
acts accordingly. 

This is a basic idea underlying the system of tantric meditation, which 
is considered by Tibetans to be the most effective means for attaining 
buddhahood. In this system, one tries to transform one’s mind through 
meditation and through surrounding oneself with symbols that resonate 
with one’s religious goals, that draw the mind toward thoughts of com¬ 
passion, wisdom, altruism, ethical behavior, patience, and so on. The peo¬ 
ple on the path around the Dalai Lama’s residence are making religious 
merit that is expected to pay dividends in the future, but on a deeper level 
they are trying to reorient their minds in the direction of greater and more 
spontaneous compassion, since ultimately they hope to attain the same 
level as AvalokitesVara. As they catch glimpses of the residence of Aval- 
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okites'vara’s human manifestation, they aspire to become like him, and 
the mani walls, chodem, and rock faces carved with his mantra all serve 
to draw their attention to the task at hand, which is not just to ask some 
powerful deity for help, but to become deities themselves and work for 
the betterment of others. 

One aspect of life in a Tibetan community that strikes most Western¬ 
ers immediately is the pervasiveness of such symbolism. Everywhere one 
looks, Buddhist motifs stand out: there are walls of prayer wheels inscribed 
with mantras, and people who turn them are thought to be sending out 
prayers for the benefit of all sentient beings. Prayer flags with short mantras 
or invocations written on them flap in the wind, each movement betoken¬ 
ing an aspiration to benefit others. Shrines of various sizes, as well as 
monasteries, monks, nuns, temples, and statues catch the eye everywhere, 
and many of the people one passes are engaged in activities associated with 
Buddhist practice: a woman on the way to the market is holding her prayer 
beads and softly chanting a mantra; a group of children is prostrating in 
front of a temple; and a line of people is moving slowly around a wall of 
prayer wheels, turning each one as they pass. 

Wherever one looks, one perceives signs of activities that would be 
identified by most Westerners as “religious,” but they are so deeply woven 
into the fabric of daily Tibetan life that it is difficult to single out a part of 
the tapestry that is purely “religious” or one that is only “secular.” There is 
no clear distinction between religious and secular life in Tibetan societies, 
and “religion” is not compartmentalized into certain places and times as it 
tends to be in Western societies. Rather, Buddhism is the very lifeblood of 
the community, and its influence is seen in all aspects of daily life. 

The Tibetan language does not even have a term with the same conno¬ 
tations as the English word religion. The closest is the word ch'o (chos ), 
which is a Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit word dharma. Cho has a wide 
range of possible meanings, and no English word comes close to express¬ 
ing the associations it has for Tibetans. In its most common usage it refers 
to the teachings of Buddhism, which express the truth and outline a path 
to awakening. The path is a multifaceted one, and there are doctrines and 
practices to suit every sort of person. There is no one path that everyone 
must follow and no practices that are prescribed for every Buddhist. 
Rather, the dharma has something for everyone, and anyone can profit 
from some aspect of it. 

Because of its multifaceted nature, however, there is no ultimate “truth” 
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that can be put into words, nor is there one program of training that every¬ 
one can or must pursue. Tibetan Buddhism recognizes that people have 
differing capacities, attitudes, and predispositions, and the dharma can 
and should be adapted to these. Thus, there is no one church in which 
everyone should worship, no service that everyone must attend, no prayers 
that everyone must say, no text that everyone should treat as normative, 
and no one deity that everyone must worship. The dharma is extremely 
flexible, and if one finds that a particular practice leads to a diminishment 
of negative emotions, greater peace and happiness, and increased compas¬ 
sion and wisdom, this is dharma. The Dalai Lama even states that one may 
practice the dharma by following the teachings and practices of non-Bud¬ 
dhist traditions such as Christianity, Islam, Judaism, or Hinduism . 5 If one 
belongs to any of these traditions, and if one’s religious practice leads to 
spiritual advancement, the Dalai Lama counsels that one should keep at 
it, since this is the goal of all religious paths. 

In this sentiment he hearkens back to the historical Buddha, Sakya- 
muni, who was born in the fifth century b.c.e. in present-day Nepal. As 
he was about to die, the Buddha was questioned by some of his students, 
who were concerned that after the master’s death people might begin pro¬ 
pounding doctrines that had not been spoken by the Buddha himself and 
that these people might tell others that their doctrines were the actual 
words of the Buddha. In reply, the Buddha told them, “Whatever is well- 
spoken is the word of the Buddha .” 6 In other words, if a particular teach¬ 
ing results in greater peace, compassion, and happiness, and if it leads to 
a lessening of negative emotions, then it can safely be adopted and prac¬ 
ticed as dharma, no matter who originally propounded it. 

This flexibility makes it difficult to write about Tibetan Buddhism. The 
tradition is a multilayered tapestry comprised of many different strands, 
and anyone hoping to write an introduction to it is faced with the daunt¬ 
ing task of sorting through centuries of history, huge amounts of textual 
material, and multiple lineages of teaching and practice. The problem is 
compounded by the scope ofTibetan Buddhism, which is found through¬ 
out the Tibetan cultural area. This area includes the central Tibetan 
provinces of U and Tsang; large parts of western Tibetan plateau that have 
traditionally been autonomous; Amdo and Kham in the eastern regions 
which, although culturally Tibetan, speak distinctive dialects and have 
maintained their independence from the central provinces; the open plains 
of the Changtang, home of the Tibetan nomads; much of present-day 
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Mongolia; large expanses of central Asia; smaller enclaves in present-day 
Russia and parts of several republics of the former Soviet Union; much of 
the Himalayan region of northern India, including Ladakh, Zanskar, and 
Sikkim; and the neighboring countries of Nepal and Bhutan. 

In addition, due to the diaspora of the Tibetan people brought about 
by the invasion and occupation of Tibet by China, today Tibetan religion 
and culture are being spread all over the world, and increasing numbers of 
people in the West consider themselves to be adherents of Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism. Millions more have heard teachings or read books and articles by 
Tibetan teachers, with the result that Tibetan culture is attracting unprece¬ 
dented attention outside of its homeland at the same time that it is being 
systematically eradicated in the land of its origin. 

In the chapters that follow, some of the distinctive features of Tibetan 
Buddhism will be discussed. Some specialists will no doubt question my 
choice of subject matter, and it would be entirely possible to write an intro¬ 
ductory study of Tibetan Buddhism that would be far different from this 
one. The choices of which topics to discuss and how much space to give 
them reflect my own orientation, which is primarily concerned with his¬ 
tory, philosophy, and meditative practice. Many important elements of 
Tibetan culture, ethnographic studies, and historical issues have only been 
mentioned briefly, or even omitted completely. However, it is hoped that 
this book will serve its primary purpose, which is to draw students into 
the subject of Tibetan Buddhism and open up further avenues of explo¬ 
ration in this rich and multifaceted tradition. 


Notes 

1. Throughout this book technical terms are mostly consigned to the indexes at the end. 
Important ones are placed in parentheses, with the Tibetan term first, followed by a 
Sanskrit equivalent where appropriate. 

2. The most detailed examination of this mantra to date is Alexander Studholme’s The 
Origins of Om Mani Padme Hum: A Study of the Karandavyuha Siitra (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2002). He focuses on the Karandavyuha-sutra , the ear¬ 
liest known Indie text in which the mantra appears. In this work, the mantra is explic¬ 
itly related to the jeweled lotuses of Sukhavatl, but, as Studholme states, there have 
been numerous other interpretations. A number of early Orientalists, for example, 
construed manipadme as a vocative: “om jewel lotus hum!” The problem with this 
interpretation is that it would be a feminine vocative, and Avalokites'vara is a male 
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buddha. I have also heard several Tibetan lamas translate it as “om jewel in the lotus 
hum,” and equate this jewel with the compassion of Avalokitesvara. This interpreta¬ 
tion, while possible, is also not supported by the grammar, because mani is part of a 
compound, and not in the nominative case ( manih ), as would be required for this 
reading to be valid. As Studholme argues, its meaning in the Karandavyuha-siitra and 
other Indie texts suggests that “om in the jewel lotus hum” is the most probable read¬ 
ing. But it should also be noted that Sanskrit mantras do not always have any literal 
meaning. Many do not adhere to the rules of classical Sanskrit grammar, and so their 
interpretation is often ambiguous. For example, the syllable orn —the most common 
opening syllable for mantras—has no literal meaning. It is often associated with the 
final nature of reality, as is hum, but neither have any exact meaning, and so cannot 
be translated into other languages. The history of interpretation of this mantra is also 
discussed by Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (who sides with the Orientalists’ reading of “om 
jewel lotus hum!”) in Prisoners of Shangri-La: Tibetan Buddhism and the West (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 114-134. 

3. Tenzin Gyatso, Dalai Lama XIV, “Om Mani Padme Hum,” in Kindness, Clarity, and 
Insight (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1984), p. 117. 

4. See Studholme, p. 109. 

5. See, for example, John Avedon, An Interview with the Dalai Lama (New York: Lit- 
tlebird Publications, 1980), p. 14. 

6. See Ahguttara-nikaya IV.163; and George Bond, The Word of the Buddha (Colombo: 
M.D. Gunasena, 1982), p. 3off. 



Part One 


The Indian Background 




1. Buddhism in India 


The Buddha 


T he passing of the founder of a religious tradition often 
leaves a void in the community because there is no longer 
the possibility of daily guidance and personal inspiration. 
A common response is to develop a biography and regu¬ 
larly recount the paradigmatic deeds of the founder, 
whose life story is presented as a model for emulation by the faithful. In 
the case of the early Buddhist community, the memory of the Buddha was 
preserved by his disciples, who passed on their recollections of his words 
and deeds to others who had never met him. After the Buddhas death, his 
followers began recounting his story in order to inspire others. As time 
passed, the legend was embellished and augmented, with the result that a 
rich and detailed mythology developed. This has become a shared cultural 
legacy for Buddhists. The story highlights important aspects of their tra¬ 
dition and serves as a paradigm for devout practitioners. 

By the time Buddhism reached Tibet, the historical Buddha had faded 
into the mists of the distant past, and the religion’s founder mainly func¬ 
tioned as an important shared symbol. This symbol was understood and 
interpreted differently by different schools of Buddhism, each of which 
appropriated it in accordance with its own ideas, presuppositions, and 
practices. For each school, the Buddha’s life and teachings were represented 
in a way that validated and corroborated its own doctrines and its own 
understanding of the methods and goals of Buddhist thought and practice. 

Theravada Buddhists, for example, developed the idea of a Buddha who 
was very much a human teacher, with human limitations and with abili¬ 
ties within the range of human comprehension, and who died a human 
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death at the end of a human lifespan . 1 The Mahayana schools, by contrast, 
viewed the Buddha as a transcendent and cosmic figure. Mahayanists agree 
that the Buddha appeared in the world as a mere human being, but in real¬ 
ity he had surpassed even the great gods of India in his wisdom and power. 
Like all buddhas, he attained a state of omniscience, was not bound by 
time or the laws of physics, and, contrary to appearances, he did not really 
die, but instead only appeared to do so, and in fact he continues on today, 
manifesting when needed to those who require his help. 

As the historical Buddha faded from memory, his followers began to 
embellish his story and to recast the shared legend of their founder in ways 
that reflected changing assumptions about the tradition. As is true of all 
living religions, Buddhism has never been fixed or static, but instead has 
continued to evolve and adapt to changing attitudes and circumstances, 
while its adherents strive to retain a perceived connection with the origins 
of the tradition. In addition, each community has modified the image of 
Buddha in ways that reflect its own assumptions, doctrines, and practices, 
with the result that the Buddha is represented quite differently in differ¬ 
ent parts of the world . 2 

For these reasons, a quest to discover the “historical Buddha” is not to 
be the goal of the present section. Others have attempted to locate the his¬ 
torical Buddha, with varying degrees of success, but since the aim of this 
book is to present the worldview ofTibetan Buddhism, the life of the Bud¬ 
dha will be presented from the perspective of how it was inherited, devel¬ 
oped, and embellished by Tibetan Buddhists. Thus, I will not attempt to 
sort through mythological accounts of his life to determine which ele¬ 
ments of his biographies reflect historical “truth.” Whatever the facts of 
his life may have been, they are largely irrelevant to the task of explain¬ 
ing how the figure of Buddha appears to Tibetan Buddhists. His Tibetan 
followers inherited the Buddha through stories, and so in Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism he is more important as a powerful shared symbol than as a histor¬ 
ical personage. 

This is how he will be presented in this section. The account of his life 
that follows is drawn from standard sources that continue to be popular 
throughout the cultural area influenced by Tibetan Buddhism . 3 Taken 
together, they encapsulate the aspects of this shared paradigm that reflect 
the core assumptions, values, and goals of Tibetan Buddhists. Who or 
what the “real” historical Buddha was or what he did will be left for oth¬ 
ers to discover. 
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The Buddhas Dates 

Among Buddhist historians, there is a wide range of opinions concerning 
when the Buddha lived and died. These generally focus on the date of his 
death, referred to by traditional Buddhists as the “final nirvana” (yongs su 
my a ngan las das pa, parinirvana). Buddhists believe that at the end of his 
life he completely transcended all mundane limitations and entered a state 
of perfect bliss and freedom from suffering, or nirvana, which is the result 
of successful meditative training. Like all other buddhas, or “awakened 
ones,” he woke up from the sleep of ignorance in which most beings spend 
their lives, and after his awakening he remained in the world in order to 
share his insights with others who were still mired in ignorance and were 
suffering as a result. 4 After attaining buddhahood, he realized that all ordi¬ 
nary beings are enmeshed in a continual round of birth, death, and rebirth, 
and that each successive life is conditioned and determined by the actions 
of previous ones. Since ordinary beings tend to act selfishly, thinking of 
short-term personal gains rather than considering the future consequences 
of actions, their deeds create the causes of future unhappiness for them¬ 
selves. After breaking this vicious cycle in his own life, the Buddha was so 
moved by compassion for others that he decided to remain in the world 
in order to help them find the truth. Those who did so could also become 
buddhas, or they could at least find a way to break the cycle of ignorance 
and attain nirvana. 

According to traditional accounts, the man who would become the 
Buddha was born a prince in what is today southern Nepal. Traditional 
historians differ on the time of his birth and death. The earliest dating is 
by Sures'amati, who states that Buddhas final nirvana occurred in 2420 
b.c.e. Atis'a, an Indian scholar who was instrumental in the transmission 
of Buddhism to Tibet, placed the final nirvana at 2136 b.c.e. There are 
numerous other proposed dates, but contemporary scholars tend to place 
the Buddha around the fifth century b.c.e . 5 The wide discrepancy in dates 
indicates one of the greatest difficulties facing historically inclined schol¬ 
ars of Buddhism: traditional Indian sources exhibit little concern with his¬ 
tory as understood in contemporary Western circles, and often great figures 
are assigned to distant antiquity in order to enhance their status. Some¬ 
times the tales of their lives are intertwined with those of other important 
personages, and accounts of meetings between luminaries of the past 
become a part of the shared narrative of people in various traditions. Even 
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more problematic from the point of view of a modern historian, the lives 
of great figures in India are generally remembered for how they personified 
core myths and symbols. Thus, the sages of the past are venerated not pri¬ 
marily for their uniqueness and their innovative ideas and practices, but 
rather for how well their lives reflected shared paradigms in Indian culture. 


The Buddha’s Life and Lives 

The term “buddha,” as we have seen, is a title that means “awakened one” 
and is given to people who have overcome ignorance and transcended suf¬ 
fering, who have attained the highest level of awareness, and who then 
teach what they have realized to others. All schools of Buddhism recog¬ 
nize numerous beings who have attained the state of buddhahood, and all 
are said to have reached the same level of accomplishment. Thus the term 
“buddha” is used to refer to many different awakened beings, but when I 
discuss “the Buddha,” I refer to the historical founder of the Buddhist tra¬ 
dition, a man who was born in southern Nepal, probably around the fifth 
century b.c.e., and who was named Siddhartha Gautama at birth. He was 
born into a ksatriya family 6 of the Sakya clan, and so when he became a 
prominent religious teacher he was widely known as “Sakyamuni,” or 
“Sage of the Sakyas.” His parents were the rulers of a small kingdom in 
the foothills of the Himalayas, and as an only child Siddhartha was 
expected to inherit his father’s throne. 

According to traditional accounts of his life, his incarnation as 
Siddhartha Gautama was the culmination of a long series of rebirths in 
which he had progressively advanced toward the state of buddhahood. Sto¬ 
ries of his former lives are very popular among Buddhists in Tibet, and 
they indicate how he diligently applied himself to meditative practice, 
moral training, and the development of compassion, all the time moti¬ 
vated by a deep desire to help others. These stories of Siddhartha’s previ¬ 
ous births, or Jatakas, provide a paradigm of the gradual path to 
awakening. In each life, the future Buddha demonstrated his mastery of 
one of the attributes that would someday constitute the matrix of quali¬ 
ties of his omniscient mind and compassionate personality. 

An example is his previous life as the world-renouncing ascetic 
Ksantivadin (“Teacher of Patience”). As his name indicates, in this life he 
was committed to developing unshakable patience. One day, as he was sit¬ 
ting in a forest glade immersed in meditation, a test of his equanimity came 
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to him in the form of the king who ruled the area. The king had entered 
the forest with his many courtesans, and they were cavorting together until 
the king fell into a drunken sleep. The courtesans became bored and began 
to wander around the grove until they encountered Ksantivadin. The story 
portrays them as superficially devoted to fleeting sensuous pleasures and 
heedless of the consequences of their actions, but when they came upon 
Ksantivadin they were immediately impressed with his saintly demeanor. 
Approaching him with the reverence due to a holy man, they asked him 
to instruct them, and he agreed, describing to them the dangers of sexual 
indulgence, the joys of the ascetic lifestyle, and the importance of patience. 
The women were entranced by his profound teachings and listened 
intently. They asked him what sort of meditation he practiced, and he 
informed them that he was cultivating the virtue of patience. They re¬ 
quested that he teach them, but during his discourse, the king—who had 
awoken with a hangover and was enraged that his retinue had abandoned 
him—strode into the circle, angrily demanding to know what the ascetic 
was preaching. Ksantivadin replied that he taught “the doctrine of 
patience,” which means that one does not become angry “even when peo¬ 
ple abuse you or strike and revile you.” The king decided to expose him 
as a fraud by testing his purported patience. He ordered his executioner to 
whip him with a branch of thorns one thousand times. Even though the 
flesh was ripped from him in chunks and he bled profusely, the ascetic 
never lost his equanimity. The king then ordered that his hands be cut off, 
and then his feet, expecting that Ksantivadin would become angry, but he 
forgave the king every atrocity. As he lay dying from his wounds, he told 
his tormenter that he bore him no ill will; he felt only compassion for this 
violent man, whose actions would bring him suffering in the future. 

The king, realizing that Ksantivadin’s patience was unshakable, lurched 
away from the scene of carnage, still overcome with anger and hatred. As 
he left the grove, the earth itself opened and swallowed him, drawing him 
down to the depths of hell, where he would suffer horribly for inflicting 
grave injuries on such a holy man. The king’s subjects were concerned that 
Ksantivadin might hold them responsible for the king’s actions, but the 
ascetic reassured them that he bore no ill-will either toward them or the 
king. He then taught them about the value of patience, and this discourse 
ends the story. 

This fairly grisly tale contains a number of themes that are typical of the 
Jatakas. They are morality plays that provide Buddhists with paradigms of 
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the highest level of development of the qualities toward which devout 
Buddhists should strive, such as altruism, ethics, patience, generosity, and 
compassion. In many of these stories, the future Buddha is placed in a sit¬ 
uation that tests him to the utmost, and in each he is portrayed as per¬ 
forming acts of kindness that are extraordinary. For pious Buddhists who 
read the Jatakas, the narratives provide models that they should strive to 
emulate. The stories also indicate how far most readers are from approach¬ 
ing the level of goodness exhibited by the future Buddha (who is referred 
to as a bodhisattva, or “buddha in training”). This does not mean that Bud¬ 
dhists are encouraged to seek self-mutilation or extreme hardship, but 
rather that they are given a standard that is almost impossibly high, and 
they are encouraged to work toward attaining the degree of compassion, 
patience, love, and so on that the Buddha embodied in his previous incar¬ 
nations. 

The difficulty of living up to this paradigm is indicated in a tale of one 
of the Buddhas past incarnations in which he was born in the most tor¬ 
turous hell. 7 The narrative makes it clear that he had fallen into hell as a 
result of evil deeds, but even in this horrible place his compassion was man¬ 
ifested. At one time, he and another wretched hell-being were forced to 
pull a heavy cart, but as the future Buddha saw the suffering of his com¬ 
panion he felt empathy for him and decided to pull the cart himself, even 
though he knew that this act of kindness would enrage the demons that 
torture the denizens of hell. Despite the pain inflicted on him, the future 
Buddha persevered, and this act of genuine compassion served to define 
the course of his future lives. The generation of compassion is extremely 
difficult in our world, but it is unimaginably rare in the hells, in which 
beings are constantly beset with horrible sufferings and are so consumed 
by their own troubles that they are very unlikely even to think of others. 
Because he overcame these obstacles and helped another being to alleviate 
his torment, this act had tremendous power and served to establish him 
on the road to buddhahood. 

Attainment of Buddhahood 

After cultivating patience, compassion, and other good qualities to their 
highest degree, having overcome all mental afflictions, the future Buddha 
was reborn as the bodhisattva Svetaketu in Tusita heaven (the final train¬ 
ing ground for buddhas-to-be). In this celestial realm conditions are opti- 
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mal for the attainment of perfect awakening, and those who are born there 
progress steadily toward the final goal of buddhahood. After his training 
in Tusita was complete, Svetaketu began looking for the ideal life situation 
for his decisive incarnation as Sakyamuni. It is believed by Buddhists that 
those who have reached a high level of development can choose their own 
life situations, including their parents and the time and place of birth. 
According to the Extensive Sport Sutra (a traditional account of Buddha’s 
life), these decisions were not taken lightly, and the future Buddha 
searched far and wide for the best situation. 8 

Because of his exalted spiritual development, ordinary parents were 
unsuitable, and so he had to choose people of exceptional moral quali¬ 
ties. He eventually decided on a royal couple who possessed all the attrib¬ 
utes required for the parents of a buddha. His father was a king named 
Suddhodana, and his mother was named MayadevI, and as he decided to 
take rebirth as their son, the man who would become known as Sakya¬ 
muni Buddha brought up the final curtain on his journey toward full 
awakening. 


The Twelve Great Deeds of the Buddha 

Traditional accounts of the Buddha’s life agree that his exceptional deeds 
are innumerable, but the defining moments of his life are generally divided 
into twelve “great acts.” 9 These are: 

1. existence in Tusita heaven 

2. descent from Tusita 

3. entering the womb of his mother 

4. birth as a prince 

5. proficiency in the worldly arts 

6 . life in the palace 

7. departure from home 

8. practice of austerities 

9. defeat of Mara 

10. awakening 

11. turning the wheel of doctrine 

12. final nirvana. 

These twelve deeds are not unique to Sakyamuni, but rather constitute 
the paradigmatic career followed by all buddhas in their final lifetimes. 
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Some Buddhist sources even state that Sakyamuni really became a buddha 
long before his final birth and that he manifested these twelve deeds as a 
way of instructing his followers. Together they provide a model for others 
to follow, beginning with the development of an attitude of renunciation 
toward worldly attachments, continuing through the practice of medita¬ 
tion, and ending with the result of successful meditative practice: com¬ 
plete eradication of all negative mental states and the development of 
perfect wisdom and compassion. The Buddha’s qualities of wisdom and 
compassion are manifested in his decision to teach others and in the final 
instruction of his death, which serves to remind others of their mortality 
and the importance of dedication to religious practice. 

It should be noted that according to Buddhists Sakyamuni was not the 
first buddha, nor will he be the last. He is considered to be one of innu¬ 
merable buddhas, and according to the Sutra of the Fortunate Eonhe is the 
fourth in a series of one thousand awakened beings who will manifest as 
buddhas in the present age. 10 The buddhas who preceded Sakyamuni lived 
in the distant past, and no historical records of their lives survive; the next 
buddha has not yet been bom. According to Buddhist sources, he will take 
birth at a time when the teachings of Buddhism have disappeared from 
the world. He will be named Maitreya, and he will reintroduce the dharma 
(Buddhist doctrine) and help to establish countless living beings on the 
path to awakening. 


Entry into His Mother’s Womb 

Realizing that the time for his physical manifestation on earth had arrived, 
the future Buddha revealed his intention to his future mother in a dream. 
She saw a white elephant enter into her womb (an auspicious sign), after 
which she knew that she was pregnant. According to the Extensive Sport 
Sutra, 

An elephant, white as snow or silver, entered her womb, 

With six perfect tusks, and beautiful feet, 

A finely formed trunk, and a rosy head; 

The most beautiful of elephants, with graceful gait, 

And a body immutable as a diamond. 

Completely absorbed in contemplation, 

She had never felt such bliss; 



Never had she known such pleasure, 
Both in body and in mind. 11 
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Seven astrologers were called in to interpret the dream, and all agreed 
that it indicated that Mayadevi was carrying an exceptional child, one who 
would do great things. They told the delighted king that his son would 
grow up to be a mighty ruler if certain conditions were met. The most 
important of these was that the boy be kept ignorant of the harsh realities 
of life, such as suffering, disease, old age, and death. In particular, they 
cautioned the king to prevent his son from seeing four things, which are 
referred to by Buddhists as the “four sights”: (i) a sick person, (2) an old 
person, (3) a corpse, and (4) a world-renouncing ascetic. The first three 
exemplify the sufferings of cyclic existence, which is full of pain. Beings 
who are caught up in the round of birth, death, and rebirth are subject to 
various torments and dissatisfactions, and they experience them helplessly 
as a result of their own actions. 

The astrologers predicted that if the prince grew to maturity without 
being confronted by such difficulties, he would follow in his father’s foot¬ 
steps and rule his kingdom with benevolence and righteousness. They 
added, however, 

If he abandons love, royalty, and home, 

And leaves to wander as a monk, 

Free from attachment, out of compassion for all the worlds, 

He will become a buddha . . . 

With the excellent nectar of immortality, 

He will satisfy all beings. 12 

Suddhodana resolved that his son would live a sheltered existence, free 
from any hints of the sorrows of the world. He would live in a palace, sur¬ 
rounded by the finest sensual delights, and thus would become immersed 
in all worldly pleasures and develop an attachment to the world that would 
overpower any inclination to renounce it. 

The Birth 

Traditional stories report that the term of pregnancy was ten months. Dur¬ 
ing this time, Mayadevi experienced no discomfort, and many auspicious 
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signs were seen by all the people of the kingdom. When the time for the 
child’s birth approached, Mayadevi decided to travel to a grove named 
LumbinL There she gave birth standing up, and the child emerged from 
her right side, without touching her womb. His mother felt no pain, only 
pleasure. Immediately after being born, the baby took seven steps in each 
of the four cardinal directions, and where his feet touched the ground, 
lotuses sprang up. He turned and declared, “I am the leader of the world. 
I am the guide of the world. This is my final birth.” Gods appeared in the 
sky and proclaimed his praises, and the earth rumbled. A great light radi¬ 
ated in all directions, and celestial music was heard all over the world. 

Because of the auspicious signs surrounding his birth, the child was 
given the name Sarvarthasiddha, “He Who Accomplishes All Goals.” He 
was later commonly referred to as Siddhartha, which is a shortened ver¬ 
sion of Sarvarthasiddha. 

Seven days later, his mother died, as is common for mothers of bud- 
dhas. She had attained an advanced degree of saintliness, and this is why 
she had been chosen to give birth to Siddhartha. Her primary task for that 
life completed, she was reborn in Trayatrims'a heaven. According to the 
Great Chronicle, 

The mothers of all bodhisattvas die on the last of the seven days fol¬ 
lowing their delivery of the supreme man .... While still dwelling 
in Tusita, the bodhisattva carefully searches for a mother whose 
karma is good. He says, “I will descend into the womb of a woman 
who has only seven nights and ten months of her life remaining.” 13 

After the death of his mother, Siddhartha was raised by his stepmother, 
Prajapati, who later became the first Buddhist nun. 

Siddhartha Becomes Skilled in Worldly Arts 

As the young prince grew, he excelled in all his studies and in the arts of 
kings. He became proficient in archery, horse riding, wrestling, and other 
martial skills, and he was widely renowned for his great strength, excep¬ 
tional physical beauty, and grace. During his early years, his father, remem¬ 
bering the prophecies he had received earlier, tried to keep his son immersed 
in worldly affairs and to provide him with constant entertainment. 

In particular, the king kept his son from experiencing the “four sights,” 
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since these would make him aware of the unpleasant aspects of cyclic exis¬ 
tence. All beings who remain within cyclic existence are subject to various 
sorts of sufferings, to sickness, old age, and death. Only those who renounce 
the beguiling appearances of the world, who pursue liberation through 
meditation, can escape these things. Siddhartha’s father realized that if his 
son came to understand the full existential import of the four sights he 
would see worldly life for what it is: a trap in which ignorant beings become 
so enmeshed that they even fail to recognize that they are trapped. 

In order to assure that his son would follow in his footsteps, Suddho- 
dana ordered that only young, healthy people would surround the prince. 
Those who became ill were dismissed until they recovered, and when peo¬ 
ple died their corpses were removed before Siddhartha could see them. 
World renouncers were not permitted inside the palace, and he was not 
allowed to venture outside, where his father would have less control. 

In addition to these precautions, Suddhodana surrounded his son with 
sensual pleasures and diversions. He was constantly entertained by musi¬ 
cians and actors, surrounded by young and beautiful women, and pro¬ 
vided with athletic contests. The king reasoned that if his son developed 
attachment to such things he would be unlikely to renounce the world and 
forsake his royal heritage. 

In order to insure his son’s complete involvement in worldly life, he 
decided to arrange a marriage. Siddhartha, however, had little enthusiasm 
for the idea, and he reflected that this would only serve to ensnare him in 
worldly life, which he already recognized was ultimately pointless. He 
thought to himself, 

I know the evils of desire are endless; they are the root of suffering, 
accompanied by regrets, struggles, and hostility; they are frightful, 
like poison ivy, like fire, like the blade of a sword. I have no taste or 
interest in the qualities of desire. I prefer to dwell in a forest, silent, 
with my mind calmed by the happiness of meditation and contem¬ 
plation . 14 

Siddhartha then recalled that all previous buddhas had taken wives and 
fathered sons in their final lives, and so he eventually consented to the idea, 
on the condition that his father locate a woman who was generous, intel¬ 
ligent, and free from laziness, greed, and pride. If such a woman could be 
found, Siddhartha would agree to marry her. 
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The king sent his ministers to find a woman who met these criteria, and 
eventually one was found. Her name was Yas'odhara, the daughter of 
Dandapani . 15 When Suddhodana asked Dandapani for permission to 
arrange a marriage, however, he was reluctant, since he had heard that 
Siddhartha had spent his life in the palace surrounded by comfort and lux¬ 
ury Dandapani doubted that the prince had developed the manly quali¬ 
ties required of a good ksatriya, particularly martial skills and the strength 
of character needed to rule. 

In order to assuage his doubts, Suddhodana arranged a contest among 
the young men of the kingdom, confident that his son would win. The 
victor in the contest would receive Yas'odhara’s hand in marriage. As 
expected, Siddhartha defeated all his competitors in wrestling, and he also 
surpassed them in mathematics and linguistics. He was the finest horse¬ 
man in the kingdom, his archery skills were legendary, and so he tri¬ 
umphed in every test. His doubts relieved, Dandapani happily gave his 
daughter in marriage to the young prince. 

This union made Suddhodana very happy, since it appeared to solidify 
his son’s ties to the world. He was still concerned with the prophecies that 
he had received before Siddhartha’s birth, however, and he continued to 
surround his son with sensual pleasures and entertainments and to keep 
him inside the palace. Soon after the marriage, Siddhartha and Yas'odhara 
conceived a son, further increasing the king’s joy, since this provided a fur¬ 
ther connection with the world. 

The Four Sights 

Suddhodana’s plan had worked as intended for the early part of his son’s 
life. Shortly after the marriage, however, Siddhartha asked for permission 
to visit some gardens outside the city. Suddhodana tried to talk him out 
of the idea, but eventually his son won him over, and he reluctantly agreed 
to let Siddhartha ride to the gardens through Kapilavastu, the capital city 
of his kingdom. 

Before the prince ventured out of the palace, Suddhodana took precau¬ 
tions: he ordered his guards to clear the streets of all sick people, old peo¬ 
ple, corpses, and world renouncers. As Siddhartha emerged from the 
palace in his royal chariot, the citizens of the city gathered in throngs to 
cheer their future king. Banners waved, parents held their children aloft 
to catch a glimpse of the prince, and all seemed well in Kapilavastu. The 
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prince joyfully rode through the streets, basking in the adulation of his 
subjects, until the chariot was halted by an old man in its path. As Channa, 
the royal charioteer, reined in the horses, Siddhartha asked, 

O charioteer, who is this man, feeble and helpless? 

His flesh and blood have dried up, he has but skin and sinews, 

His hair is white, his teeth scarce, his body meager, 

He walks painfully and reeling and leans upon a staff. 16 

Channa informed the prince that the man had grown old and that such 
afflictions were the inevitable result of age. He added, 

O prince, this is neither the property of his race, nor of his 
country only. 

With all the living beings, youth gives way to decrepitude 
Thy father and mother and the host of thy relatives likewise 
Cannot be delivered from the suffering of old age— 

No other way exists for living beings! 17 

Siddhartha expressed amazement that people who saw such sights every 
day failed to realize that this would be their lot. He remarked on the folly 
of those who are attached to their bodies and their petty concerns when 
all their youthful dreams would end up in the decrepitude of age. He was 
also deeply disturbed by the idea that his young, healthy physique would 
someday be reduced to the sad state of the man in front of him, and so 
Siddhartha ordered Channa to return to the palace. All joy was gone from 
the prince’s heart. 

O charioteer, what a great misfortune it is for weak and ignorant 
beings, 

Who, drunk with the pride of youth, do not see old age! 

Turn the chariot around; I will return home. 

Games and pleasures no longer matter to me, 

Since I will be the abode of old age! 18 

Siddhartha brooded on this event for a while, and his father redoubled 
his efforts to surround his son with worldly enjoyments, so that he might 
come to overlook the faults of cyclic existence, such as physical decay. 
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Siddhartha, however, remained despondent in the knowledge that he 
would someday lose his youth and be struck down by the frailties of age. 

After a few months, Siddhartha decided that he should again try to go 
to the gardens outside the city, and again his father attempted to talk him 
out of the idea, but without success. As before, he ordered his guards to 
clear the streets of old and sick people, corpses, and world renouncers, but 
again the prince saw one of the “four sights,” this time a sick person. He 
asked Channa, 

Charioteer, who is this man, his body so ravaged and weak, 

Covered with his own filth, with weakened faculties, 

Breathing with great difficulty, whose limbs have withered, 

Whose stomach is sunken, who suffers so terribly? 19 

Channa replied that the man was gravely ill, and that sickness strikes 
randomly and without warning, laying low the rich and the poor, the old 
and the young. Horrified, Siddhartha exclaimed, “Then health is just the 
play of a dream!” He added that given the truth of things, no sane person 
could find joy in mundane pursuits, since at any time he or she could be 
plagued with illness. Again Siddhartha returned to the palace in despair. 

After a while Siddhartha went out of the palace again, and this time the 
chariot was halted by a funeral procession. Wailing and lamenting, the 
people in the procession carried a man whose death had bereaved his rel¬ 
atives, wife, and children. When Siddhartha asked Channa about the cause 
of their distress, he was told that the man was dead, and that death is the 
inevitable fate of all who live. At this point, the folly of worldly existence 
was fully revealed to Siddhartha. 

Old age and disease are always followed by death. 

But even were there no old age, no sickness, and no death, 

Great suffering would still arise based on the five aggregates, the ele¬ 
ments of existence. 

What more can one say? 

Let us return—I will think of liberation! 20 

After a period of reflection, Siddhartha again left the palace with Channa. 
This time, he noticed a world-renouncing ascetic standing apart from the 
crowd, aloof and calm, radiating peace and serenity. Channa told him, 
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Lord, this man is one of those called mendicants (bhiksu). 1 ' 

Having abandoned the joys of desire, he has perfect and 
disciplined conduct. 

He has become a wandering monk who seeks inner peace. 

Without desire he wanders, without hate he wanders, 

Begging for alms. 22 

Siddhartha was so impressed with the man’s demeanor that he resolved 
to emulate him, to renounce the pleasures of the palace and his royal her¬ 
itage and become a wandering mendicant seeking ultimate peace. 

Shortly after this, his wife gave birth to a son, but so little did Siddhartha 
care for worldly attachments that when asked to name the child, Siddhar¬ 
tha said, “I will name him Rahula (Fetter).” The king was understandably 
upset when he heard of these things, and he forbade his son to leave the 
palace. He offered his son anything he wished, but Siddhartha replied, 

I seek four things. 

If you can give them to me, I will remain here, 

And you will always see me in this house; I will never leave. 

My lord, I wish that old age will never take hold of me; 

And that I will always have the glow of youth; 

That I will always be in perfect health 

And that illness will never afflict me; 

That my life will never end, and that there will be no death. 23 

His father, of course, was powerless to give Siddhartha these things, and 
with deep regret he realized that his son was about to leave him. Still, he 
decided to do whatever he could to forestall Siddhartha’s departure. He 
posted guards at all the gates with strict instructions to prevent the prince 
from leaving the palace, and he told the women in his retinue to increase 
their efforts to entertain Siddhartha. A grand party was planned in hopes 
that it would show the prince the folly of leaving his life of pleasure and 
opulence. Beautiful women dressed provocatively filled the royal resi¬ 
dence, music played all night, sumptuous decorations and flowers filled 
the grounds; but at the end of the party, Siddhartha remained awake, look¬ 
ing over the revelers sprawled on the floor. The flowers had begun to wilt, 
the decorations hung askew, and the women who had earlier looked so 
beautiful were now transformed in his eyes. 
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He saw that some had torn clothing and disheveled hair; their orna¬ 
ments and diadems lay on the floor .... Some had crossed their eyes 
while sleeping, and others were drooling. Some women snored, 
laughed, mumbled, coughed, or gritted their teeth. Some had their 
legs apart and their heads hung, while others had tried to cover their 
uneven features.... Struck by the sheer ugliness of the women thus 
transformed as they lay disheveled on the floor, the bodhisattva had 
the impression of a cemetery. 24 

Siddhartha Leaves the Palace 

Siddhartha resolved to depart the palace that very night and pursue per¬ 
fect awakening, which he saw as the only way to escape from cyclic exis¬ 
tence. He now realized that worldly life is characterized by transitory 
pleasures, suffering, decay, sickness, old age, and death. 

With a profound sense of revulsion for mundane affairs, he called 
Channa and told him to make ready his chariot, but Channa, unwilling 
to contravene the king’s orders, attempted to talk Siddhartha out of his 
resolution. The prince was adamant, however, and so finally the chario¬ 
teer relented and drove Siddhartha from the palace and into a life of renun¬ 
ciation. 

Channa headed toward the forest, and when he reached it, Siddhartha 
ordered him to halt. Dismounting from the chariot, he informed Channa 
of his resolution to pursue awakening in order to benefit others. 

In pursuit of the welfare of all that lives, 

I, having attained Enlightenment and the state 
Where there is no old age, illness, and death, 

Shall bring deliverance to the world. 

Such was the vow I made long before, 

And the time of fulfilling it has now come. 25 

With these words, Siddhartha renounced his royal heritage, his wealth, 
friends, and family, and began a new life as a wandering ascetic. He left 
with no regrets and with a sense of renewed purpose and enthusiasm. 

In search of instruction, he traveled to meet several renowned teachers, 
hoping that they could show him the way to attain awakening and over¬ 
come suffering. In Vaisali, he met Arada Kalama, a famous meditation 
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teacher, and asked him to share his wisdom. The master instructed 
Siddhartha in his system of meditation, which culminates in the experi¬ 
ence of an indescribably blissful state of consciousness. Siddhartha quickly 
mastered his teacher’s instructions and attained this state, which was later 
referred to in Buddhist meditation literature as the third “formless absorp¬ 
tion.” 26 Arada Kalama was very impressed that his student was able to 
accomplish this so quickly. He offered to make Siddhartha his chief disci¬ 
ple, but he refused the offer, because he realized that the blissful conscious¬ 
ness of the third formless absorption is merely a transitory experience, after 
which one must return to the realities of cyclic existence. 

Leaving Arada, Siddhartha traveled to meet the ascetic teacher Udraka 
Ramaputra, who had discovered a meditative state that surpassed the third 
formless absorption. He taught the technique for attaining this to Sid¬ 
dhartha, who soon excelled in his practice. Udraka was amazed that 
Siddhartha had been able so quickly to attain the state that he had worked 
for many years to reach, and he offered to share leadership of his commu¬ 
nity of meditators with the young prodigy. Siddhartha asked him if the 
consciousness he had attained (which Buddhist meditation literature refers 
to as the “fourth formless absorption”) could lead to final eradication of 
suffering and a permanent condition of happiness. Udraka had to admit 
that it could not and that one must inevitably return to the world after 
experiencing it. Siddhartha, realizing that this was not the solution to the 
problems of cyclic existence, decided to leave Udraka and seek his own 
path. 

He subsequently joined five other seekers of liberation who were con¬ 
vinced that the path to awakening lay in severe asceticism and physical 
hardship. Siddhartha and his five companions engaged in the most 
extreme asceticism imaginable and, according to traditional accounts, 
Siddhartha became so accomplished in his self-denial that he was able to 
survive on one grain of rice per day. For six years he devoted himself sin- 
gle-mindedly to this regimen, but the result was that he became sickly and 
weak, and no closer to awakening. 

Recognizing that his austerities were getting him nowhere, he decided 
to begin eating regularly, since if the body lacks strength one will not be 
able to engage in meditation effectively. Shortly after he made this resolu¬ 
tion, a young woman named Radha saw Siddhartha and offered him a 
sweet rice dish she had made. Siddhartha accepted the offer, and as he ate 
he felt renewed vitality entering into his body and his mind becoming 



48 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


more alert. When his five companions saw him eating, however, they 
viewed this as a sign of weakness and concluded that Siddhartha had fallen 
from the true path of asceticism. They decided to leave him behind, which 
did not bother Siddhartha, since he knew that the time had come for him 
to complete the quest for awakening and that this could only be accom¬ 
plished in solitude. 

He proceeded to a place called the “Circle of Awakening” (near pres¬ 
ent-day Bodhgaya in the Indian state of Bihar), where countless buddhas 
had attained awakening in the past. When he reached this spot, he made 
a solemn vow that he would finally attain awakening or perish in the 
attempt. 

He prepared a place to sit under a tree later referred to as the “Tree of 
Awakening” and sat in a posture of meditation. Rays of light poured forth 
from him, illuminating all worlds in all directions. Perceiving this over¬ 
whelming radiance, the demon Mara became alarmed, since he knew that 
this presaged the awakening of a buddha. 

Mara in Buddhist mythology plays a role similar to that of Satan in 
Christianity: he tempts people to perform evil actions, which lead to their 
downfall. Unlike Satan, however, Mara primarily seduces people into 
ignorance, and not sin. Sin, in Buddhism, is a second-order problem, an 
outgrowth of ignorance. We only commit evil deeds because we fail to rec¬ 
ognize that they inevitably rebound on us and cause suffering. More 
importantly, we think that selfish actions will result in personal happiness, 
but the only true satisfaction comes from the attainment of awakening. 
Mara’s primary purpose is to blind people to these truths. The awakening 
of a buddha is the greatest tragedy for Mara, since buddhas not only escape 
Mara’s clutches, but through their compassionate activity they teach oth¬ 
ers the path to nirvana, thus robbing Mara of countless victims. 

Overwhelmed by terror and hatred of the incipient buddha, Mara 
rushed to the Circle of Awakening to stop Siddhartha’s ascension to bud- 
dhahood. With his screaming hordes of demons, Mara hurled missiles, 
rocks, and other objects at Siddhartha, who was sitting calmly, absorbed 
in meditation. Through Siddhartha’s yogic power, everything Mara threw 
at him was transformed into flowers, which fell harmlessly to the ground. 

Enraged at his failure even to gain Siddhartha’s attention, Mara then 
ordered his daughters to seduce him. These women are infinitely more 
attractive than any human woman, and they shamelessly flaunted their 
great beauty in front of Siddhartha, but he was completely unmoved. With 
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his yogic power, he transformed them into hideous hags, withered and 
ugly, and they were so overcome with fear and shame that they begged him 
to return them to their previous forms. He did so, and then ordered them 
to leave him, and they obeyed. 

Mara, however, was not willing to concede defeat, and so he rallied his 
vast demon army for an all-out assault on Siddhartha, who still had not 
moved from his place of meditation. During the attack, Siddhartha 
remained motionless, but he showed Mara a vision of the inevitable out¬ 
come of the attack: his forces routed and in disarray, and Mara himself 
humbled before Siddhartha. Mara was then shown a vision of his own old 
age and death, which so terrified him that he fled, together with all his host. 

After defeating Mara, Siddhartha returned to single-pointed medita¬ 
tion. He “initiated energy, undeterred, attended to self-possession, not dis¬ 
tracted, calmed his body, not excited, and concentrated his thoughts, 
focused on one point.” 27 Distancing his mind from all mundane attach¬ 
ments, he attained meditative states referred to in Buddhist meditation lit¬ 
erature as the first and second concentrations. He then surpassed them, 
entering into the third and fourth concentrations, each of which surpasses 
those below it. These, however, are merely mundane meditative attain¬ 
ments, and they only lead to rebirth in a blissful state, and not to awak¬ 
ening. Those who attain this state must someday exhaust the karma that 
caused their happy rebirth and again return to the lower realms of cyclic 
existence, and so Buddhists traditionally have viewed them as a trap, since 
they only lead to a transitory period of happiness. 

Siddhartha pressed on in his meditation. During the first watch of the 
night, he realized that all things within cyclic existence are bound together 
by intersecting causal connections. He perceived how all beings are born, 
age, and pass away under the influence of their past karma, and he fully 
comprehended the operations of karma. At that time, he developed three 
of the distinctive powers of a buddha: the ability to create miraculous man¬ 
ifestations, the faculty of clairaudience, and supranormal perception that 
knows the thoughts of others. 

During the second watch of the night, he acquired the three “knowl¬ 
edges” (rig pa, vidya)\ he was able to know all of his previous births, he 
understood how beings transmigrate in accordance with their karma, and 
he comprehended the “four noble truths” which became the cornerstone 
of Buddhist thought and practice. 

In the third watch, he understood the causes of suffering and realized 
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how it can be eliminated. According to the Vinaya (the texts which out¬ 
line the rules for Buddhist monks and nuns), during the night of his awak¬ 
ening, his future attendant Ananda and his son Rahula were born . 28 

At dawn he perfected his awareness and became a buddha, a being who 
has eliminated even the subtlest traces of ignorance, who has become 
omniscient and spontaneously, perfectly compassionate. 

For several weeks, he remained in a transcendent state of meditative 
awareness. During this time, Mara again visited the Buddha, praising him 
for his attainments. Mara then told Buddha that what he had realized was 
beyond the comprehension of humans or gods and that no one would 
understand if he were to teach them. Reflecting on these words, Sid- 
dhartha saw that they were mostly true, since the understanding of a bud¬ 
dha surpasses all mundane wisdom. He thought, 

I have secured the cognition of the Truth, profound, 

Free from defilement, illuminating, eternal, and like nectar. 

But, if I should demonstrate it to others, they will not understand. 

Therefore I shall abide in solitude in the forest . 29 

After thinking this, however, he recalled his former resolutions to work 
for the benefit of others, and he was moved by compassion for their suf¬ 
ferings. Then Brahma, one of the gods of the Indian pantheon, appeared 
before him and begged the Buddha to teach others in order that they might 
free themselves from suffering. Buddha knew that most people would be 
utterly incapable of understanding the profundity of his instructions, but 
there would be some exceptional individuals who would hear him and 
develop true realization. For their benefit, Buddha decided to devote him¬ 
self to teaching. 

Still absorbed in profound meditation on the final nature of reality, he 
pondered where to begin his teaching career. He first thought of instruct¬ 
ing his former teachers, Arada Kalama and Udraka Ramaputra, but his 
supranormal perception revealed that they had already died. He then 
decided to teach his five former companions, who were practicing auster¬ 
ities in the Deer Park in Sarnath (near modern-day Varanasi). Arising 
from meditation, he began walking toward Sarnath, but when his former 
companions saw him in the distance they resolved not to speak with him, 
viewing him as a weakling who had been unable to endure the rigors of 
ascetic practices. 
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The ascetic Gautama who has slackened (in his austerities), has eaten 
plentifully, and has neglected the removal (of all that is worldly), is 
now coming here. No one need rise up and present him the religious 
robes and the bowl . 30 

Despite their resolve, however, as he approached, his former compan¬ 
ions were struck by the change in his demeanor: Siddhartha radiated wis¬ 
dom and serenity, and they were so overwhelmed that they felt compelled 
to ask him to teach them what he had realized. He agreed and, after 
immersing himself in meditation, he delivered his first sermon. This is 
referred to as The Sutra Turning the Wheel ofDharma because in this dis¬ 
course he set in motion a new cycle of teaching that would lead countless 
sentient beings to awakening. 

After hearing this teaching, Kaundinya (one of the five ascetics) grasped 
the meaning of Buddhas words, overcame attachment, desire, and igno¬ 
rance, and became the first arhat. (An arhat is someone who will attain 
final nirvana at the end of the present life as a result of eliminating men¬ 
tal afflictions and attachment to the things of the world.) The five ascetics 
asked to be accepted by Buddha as his disciples, and thus began the 
samgha, the Buddhist monastic order. 

After spending the rainy season in Sarnath with his first disciples, the 
Buddha began to travel, teaching anyone who asked. According to Bud¬ 
dhist tradition, he never attempted to formulate a philosophical system, 
but rather adapted his instructions to the needs and spiritual proclivities 
of every person and audience he encountered. Buddhists compare him to 
a skilled physician who prescribes the proper remedy for every ailment. As 
A.K. Warder has noted, 

It is most characteristic of the Buddha that he always adapts his talk 
to the person he is conversing with. His courtesy in argument results 
from this: it is certainly not his way to denounce the opinions and 
practices of another to his face and challenge him to justify them. His 
method rather is to seem to adopt the other’s point of view and then 
by question and answer to improve on it until a position compatible 
with his own has been arrived at. Thus he leads his partner in discus¬ 
sion towards the truth as he has discovered it, but so that the partner 
seems himself to continue his own quest, in whatever form it had 
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taken, and to arrive at higher truths than he had previously been 

aware of, or more convincing moral ideas . 31 

This makes sense as spiritual therapy, but from a doctrinal standpoint 
it created difficulties for his later followers. The Buddhist canon contains 
a bewildering array of doctrines, discourses, and approaches, each of which 
was intended for a particular person or group. When the Buddha was alive, 
his followers could ask the master to reconcile contradictions or fill in the 
gaps, but after his death they had to sort through his teachings on their 
own and attempt to formulate a consistent presentation of his “real” 
thought. This task was further compounded by the fact that in several dis¬ 
courses the Buddha tells his audience that the teaching they are hearing 
represents his final thought, but what he tells them disagrees with what he 
told other audiences was his final thought. Even more confusingly, when 
asked near the end of his life how to distinguish between the “word of the 
Buddha” and spurious teachings that others might attribute to him after 
his death, he replied, “Whatever is well spoken is the word of the Bud¬ 
dha.” In other words, if a particular teaching leads to virtuous action and 
to a decrease of suffering, and if it accords with reality, it may safely be 
adopted and practiced, no matter who originally propounded it. 

Buddhas Teaching Career 

As the Buddha traveled around India, his fame and following grew. Peo¬ 
ple came from all over to listen to the holy man whose teachings pointed 
to a way out of suffering, a path to the final peace of nirvana. Traditional 
accounts indicate that thousands of people became monks, and many 
more became lay followers. After several years of preaching, he decided to 
visit Kapilavastu in order to bring the dharma to the people of the king¬ 
dom he had renounced. 

Upon hearing that his son was coming, Suddhodana sent messengers 
ahead to ask the Buddha to reconsider his career choice and return to his 
royal heritage. Every messenger who met the Buddha, however, lost all 
interest in worldly affairs and became a monk. Finally, Suddhodana went 
in person to meet him as he walked toward Kapilavastu with a crowd of 
disciples. As he saw his son, he was so overcome by the splendor of his 
awakened demeanor that he gave up all thought of asking him to return 
to the throne, bowed at his feet, and asked the Buddha to teach him the 
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dharma. Buddha agreed, and he instructed his father on the effects of pre¬ 
vious actions. This discourse has been preserved in the Buddhist canon as 
The Sutra of the Meeting of Father and Son. Later Suddhodana himself 
became a monk and renounced the throne. 

After Buddha’s return to Kapilavastu, his stepmother Prajapati decided 
to renounce the world and follow her stepson, but at that time there was no 
order of nuns. She traveled to meet the Buddha, and arrived exhausted and 
covered with dust. Approaching the Buddha with reverence, she asked him 
to initiate an order of nuns for her and other women wishing to seek awak¬ 
ening, but he refused her request, advising her instead to pursue a virtuous 
life as a laywoman. Prajapati persisted, however, but again she was refused. 

Unwilling to give up, she asked Ananda to intercede for her, which he 
did, but the Buddha turned down his plea as well. Ananda asked if the 
master refused to ordain women because they were incapable of attaining 
awakening, but the Buddha indicated that they were able to do so. He 
added, however, that if he were to ordain nuns, this would shorten the 
duration of the true dharma in the world. His response indicates that his 
refusal was not based on a denigration of the morals of women, their intel¬ 
ligence, or their spiritual capacities, but rather on an understanding of 
interpersonal and intrasexual relations. The monks who followed the Bud¬ 
dha at that time had no monastic institutions and were a group of wan¬ 
dering celibate male ascetics who had renounced the world and its 
attachments. The Buddha recognized that one of the strongest of these 
attachments is the desire for sexual intercourse, and that if he placed men 
and women in close proximity this would inevitably lead to conflicts and 
would tempt those of weak resolve. Finally, however, the Buddha relented, 
agreeing that if he were to ordain women as nuns some would attain nir¬ 
vana as arhatis (female arhats). For their benefit—and for women of future 
generations who would desire liberation—he created an order of nuns. 

The Final Nirvana 

Buddha continued to travel and to teach anyone who cared to listen. Many 
who heard him lost all interest in worldly affairs and decided to enter the 
monastic community, and others became lay followers. Traditional sources 
report that he continued to teach until the age of eighty, at which point 
he decided that his aims had been achieved and that it was time to pass 
beyond earthly existence. This is referred to as Buddhas “final nirvana” 
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( parinirvdna ), and the events leading up to it are described in some detail 
in a text entitled The Discourse of the Great Final Nirvana ? 1 The text 
recounts the Buddhas travels and teachings in the last part of his life. 

His decease was presaged by a serious illness. He suffered through it with 
great calm and equanimity, but his followers feared for his life. Ananda, 
his personal attendant, requested that he leave some final instructions for 
the community of monks, in response to which Sakyamuni exerted his 
psychic power, and the disease diminished. He then replied to Ananda, 

What does the community of monks expect of me, Ananda? I have 
taught the doctrine without omission, without excluding anything. 

As to this, Ananda, the Tathagata [Buddha] is not a “closed-fisted 
teacher” with reference to the doctrine [i.e., he does not hold any¬ 
thing back]. If anyone should think that he should watch over the 
community of monks or that the community of monks should refer 
to him, then let him promulgate something about the community of 
monks. The Tathagata does not think that he should watch over the 
community of monks or that the community of monks should refer 
to him .... Ananda, I am now aged, old, an elder, my time has gone, 

I have arrived at the period of my life, which is eighty years. Just as 
an old cart is made to go by tying it together with bands, so I think 
that the Tathagata’s body is made to go by tying it together with 
bands. Ananda, on an occasion when the Tathagata by withdrawing 
his attention from all signs, by the cessation of some emotions, enters 
into the signless concentration of thought and stays in it, on that 
occasion the Tathagata’s body is made comfortable. Therefore, 
Ananda... you should live with yourselves as islands, with yourselves 
as refuges, with no one else as refuge; with the doctrine as an island, 
with the doctrine as a refuge, with no one else as refuge . 33 

The next morning he dressed and went to the town of Vais'ali for alms, 
after which he returned and spoke again to Ananda about the “four bases 
of magical emanation,” which are special powers gained by advanced med¬ 
itators. He hinted to Ananda that through these he could prolong his life, 
even for an eon, but his disciple failed to grasp the implication of his words. 
The text indicates that if Ananda had seized this opportunity and asked 
the Buddha to remain, he would have done so. When Ananda later real¬ 
ized his mistake, he implored the Buddha to remain longer, but Sakya- 
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muni had already declared that he would enter final nirvana in three 
months, and since the prediction had been made the date was fixed. This 
event was marked by an earthquake, and the Buddha commented to 
Ananda that whenever a buddha decides to give up his life forces the earth 
responds in this way . 34 

After this, Sakyamuni left Vaisali and continued to travel and give 
instructions. Shortly before his death he gathered his disciples and pro¬ 
vided them with a set of guidelines concerning the authority of scriptures. 
He reminded them that they had all heard him teach the discourses ( mdo, 
sutra ) and monastic discipline {’dul ba, vinayd)-, and added that after his 
death these should be their guides. New teachings, he said, should be com¬ 
pared with the sutra and vinaya; if they are in accord with these sources, 
they may be adopted, but if not, they are not the word of the Buddha and 
should be rejected. 

Shortly before his final nirvana, Buddha had a meal at the house of a 
lay follower named Cunda, after which he departed for Kusinagara. When 
he reached a spot known as the Sala Grove, he delivered final instructions 
to his disciples, and then he announced that the time of his final nirvana 
was at hand. The Buddha instructed his students to cremate his body and 
to build a reliquary monument [stupa) for the remains. Although those 
who attended him were overcome by grief and tried to persuade him to 
remain longer, Buddha pointed out to them that he had taught them 
everything he could, holding nothing back. They possessed all they needed 
to attain liberation, and he advised them to rely on their own efforts. He 
told them that in the final analysis each person decides his or her own fate, 
and liberation is gained through personal effort, not through the interven¬ 
tion of another being. He then turned to Ananda and said, 

It might be that you would think, Ananda, that the teaching has lost 
its teacher, our teacher does not exist. You should not perceive things 
in this way. The doctrine and discipline that I have taught and 
described will be the teacher after me . 35 

He then told Ananda that after his death it would be permissible for 
monks to abolish the minor rules of monastic discipline, but Ananda neg¬ 
lected to ask him which these are. He again exhorted his followers to rely 
on the instructions he had already given them, and Ananda informed him 
that none of the monks present had any doubts about the doctrine, the 
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path or monastic discipline. The Buddha then delivered this final sermon 
to his disciples: 

Monks, all compounded things are subject to decay and disintegra¬ 
tion. Work out your own salvations with diligence ! 36 

After speaking these words, the Buddha entered into progressively 
higher meditative states, until he completely transcended all worldly 
things and attained nirvana. 


Epilogue 
The First Council 

After the master’s death, the order he founded continued to grow and 
develop, but one result of the passing of the Buddha was the emergence 
of sects with differing interpretations of his teachings. In addition, there 
were groups with different versions of his discourses, and so shortly after 
the final nirvana some senior members of the community of monks 
decided to hold a council in order to recite the words of Buddha and decide 
on a definitive canon. This was viewed with some urgency by many mem¬ 
bers of the samgha, because several of Buddhas senior disciples had died, 
which meant that their first-hand knowledge of the master and their mem¬ 
ories of his teachings had departed with them. In order to prevent further 
loss of the dharma, the greatest of those who had been present when the 
Buddha spoke and who were arhats were invited. The decision to exclude 
non-arhats was a practical one, based on the idea that since arhats have 
eliminated mental afflictions, their thoughts and memories are undis¬ 
turbed by passion. This was understood to be an effective way of overcom¬ 
ing the problems of faulty memories and biased sectarianism. 

This rule excluded Ananda, who had not yet become an arhat, but 
whose position as Buddhas personal attendant had allowed him to be pres¬ 
ent for more teachings than anyone else. Fortunately, he attained 
arhathood just before the conference was convened, and thus was able to 
recount the teachings he had heard. 

According to tradition, there were five hundred arhats at this council. 
They assembled at Rajagrha, under the leadership of Mahakasyapa, and 
began with a recitation of the sutras by Ananda. The assembly then agreed 
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that he had remembered them correctly. The discourses on monastic dis¬ 
cipline were recited by Upali, who specialized in that subject. Once a ser¬ 
mon had been reported and corroborated, it was accepted as authoritative. 
This council began the process of developing a Buddhist canon . 37 The col¬ 
lections of sutras and vinaya are referred to as “baskets” {sde snod, pitakd). 
Later a third “basket,” consisting of scholastic treatises {chos mngon pa, 
abhidharma ) was added, and the standard Indian canon is commonly 
referred to as the “three baskets” {sde snodgsum, tripitakd) The first bas¬ 
ket—the sutras—contains texts that were purported to have been spoken 
by Sakyamuni (or sometimes by his immediate disciples). The vinaya texts 
were mainly spoken by the Buddha in response to questions about mat¬ 
ters of monastic discipline. He never set down a systematic rule for monks 
and nuns, preferring instead to decide disciplinary issues on a case-by-case 
basis. These texts generally focus on a question that is brought to him con¬ 
cerning the behavior of a certain person in the order, in response to which 
Sakyamuni declares a general edict for the community of monks. Abhi¬ 
dharma texts extrapolate from the sutras and systematize the teachings and 
vocabulary in them. 

In an oral culture like that of ancient India, people develop the ability to 
memorize prodigious amounts of material, and although the arhats had 
only heard Sakyamuni give a particular sermon one time, they were able to 
remember it. As A. K. Warder states, writing was generally confined to 
mundane matters, such as politics and commerce, but religious teachings 
were memorized, since this was assumed to be essential for understanding . 39 

The Importance of the Story of a “First Council” 

Although traditional sources accept the story of the first council without 
question, several modern scholars have noted discrepancies in the details, 
and some even doubt that it occurred. Erich Frauwallner, for instance, con¬ 
tends that the story is a fiction invented in order to give the force of the 
Buddhas authority to a particular edition of the canon. He compares the 
creation of the legend of a council convened to decide scriptural author¬ 
ity to the attribution of Hindu texts to famous authorities of the past: 
“When the Upanisads place a text in the mouth of a famous teacher, this 
has the purpose of placing it under his authority.” Frauwallner contends 
that the story of the first council was created by some Buddhists “in order 
to place their own holy tradition under a common authority, to which 
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recourse could be made through a list of teachers on the Vedic model.” 40 

The legend of the first council was also used by Buddhist traditionalists 
to stop the creation and propagation of new texts. If the Buddha is dead, 
and his immediate disciples have definitively reported his teachings, then 
there should be no possibility of new sutras. The assertion that all the 
council participants were arhats is crucial, since it indicates they had 
attained a high level of purity and were free from bias. Their memories 
were presumably unhindered by mental afflictions, and so the canon they 
created should be regarded as definitive. This is indicated in Mahakas'yapa’s 
final summary statement, in which he declares that the sutras that had 
been recited constituted the whole of the Buddha’s word, and that there 
are no others. 

Although the traditional account is questioned by some contemporary 
scholars, it is reported in Buddhist histories, which agree that the council 
resulted in a compilation of the canon in five “collections” (referred to as 
dgamas in Sanskrit sources and nikayas in Pali): (i) the Lengthy Collection, 
which in the Theravada canon consists of thirty-four of Buddha’s longest 
discourses; (2) the Middle Length Collection, which includes about 150 dis¬ 
courses of intermediate length; (3) the Associated Collection, in which ser¬ 
mons are collected according to their subject matter; (4) the Enumerated 
Collection, in which the teachings are arranged according to the numbers 
of the items discussed; and (5) the Short Collection, which contains texts 
not included in the other collections, some of which were considered to 
be of questionable authenticity. 

Eventually the various schools of Buddhism developed canons, and sur¬ 
viving examples of these indicate that there were significant differences 
between the schools (although they also accepted many texts and doctrines 
in common). 41 

Whatever the historical status of the first council, the story is widely 
reported in Buddhist chronicles, and traditional Buddhists generally 
accept the conclusion that the canon was recited and codified by the five 
hundred arhats. As we will see in later sections, however, the process of 
canonization did not end with the first council, but continued for many 
centuries afterward. During this time, new texts were added, and older 
texts were modified, and so, according to Otto Franke, 


it may now be considered as safely established, that the books of the 
Canon as a whole are not authentic; that the Canon was not com- 
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posed and compiled in one and the same period of time, but that dif¬ 
ferent books came into being at different periods covering a consid¬ 
erable time; that the contents of each book were not collected, but 
were composed, each by a separate hand, with more or less reference 
to preexisting traditional materials; and that even the first two Pitakas 
[the sutra and vinaya] cannot possibly have been presented as finished 
before either the ‘first or the ‘second’ Council, even if these events 
took place at the intervals assigned to them. 42 

Following the death of the Buddha, the tradition he founded began to 
develop different schools, many of which compiled their own versions of 
the canon, and each of which had its own understanding of the doctrines 
he propounded and the path to liberation that he showed his followers. In 
the following sections we will examine some of the most important doc¬ 
trines of Buddhism, particularly those that were influential in the devel¬ 
opment ofTibetan Buddhism. 


Notes 

1. Theravada is predominant in Southeast Asia. It is the main school of Buddhism in Sri 
Lanka, Cambodia, Thailand, and Laos. It is a generally conservative tradition that has 
its scriptural basis in the Pali canon, which it traces back to the historical Buddha. 
Mahayana, the other major tradition of Buddhism, believes that the Pali treatises are 
only a portion of what the Buddha taught, and it emphasizes other texts written in 
Sanskrit (or a hybrid form of Sanskrit). These works are rejected by Theravada as for¬ 
geries. Mahayana schools are predominant in East and Central Asia. 

2. This process of reinterpreting the founder of a religion is not, of course, unique to 
Buddhism: a similar movement can be seen within Christian traditions, each of which 
tends to represent Jesus in its own image. Striking examples may be seen in portraits 
of Jesus; although he was born in the Middle East, images of Jesus in North America 
generally look like the people who drew them and have no Semitic features. I have 
seen Jesus pictures in Chinese Christian churches that have Chinese features, and a 
very Scandinavian-looking Jesus in a Swedish Lutheran church. More importantly, 
each tradition tends to represent the life and teachings of its founder in ways that 
reflect its values, presuppositions, and practices. 

3. In this section, I mainly follow the account contained in the Extensive Sport Sutra (Lai- 
itavistara-sutra) and the Acts of the Buddha {Buddha-caritd) , which are supplemented 
by other sources, particularly those contained in the Pali nikdyas and the Great His¬ 
tory (Mahdvastu). For an overview of sources on the Buddha’s life, see Hajime Naka- 
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mura, Indian Buddhis?n: A Survey with Bibliographical Notes (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1987), pp. i3off. See also Andre Bareau, Recherches sur la biographie du Buddha dans les 
Sutrapitaka et les Vinayapitaka anciens (Paris: Ecole Fran^aise d’Extreme-Orient, 
1963-1995). 

4. According to all schools of Buddhism, he was not the first buddha, nor will he be the 
last. In our era, he was preceded by six others (named, respectively, Vipas'yin, Sikhin, 
VisVabhu, Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, and Kas'yapa). He will be followed by another 
buddha, who will be named Maitreya. 

5. There is a great deal of controversy on this issue, however. For a good overview of various 
proposed chronologies of the Buddhas life, see Nakamura, Indian Bttddhism, pp. 12-15. 
Another important contribution is Richard Gombrich, “Dating the Buddha: A Red Her¬ 
ring Revealed,” H. Bechert (ed.) The Dating of the Historical Buddha. Part 2 (Gottingen: 
Vandendoeck & Ruprecht, 1992). This book contains several excellent articles on contro¬ 
versies relating to the Buddhas dates. Gombrich posits the dates of 404 b.c.e. for the Bud¬ 
dha’s death. 

6. Ksatriyas are one of the four varnas , or social groupings, of traditional Indian society. 
The others are: brahmans , whose primary duty is to perform sacrifices to the gods; 
vaisyas, who are traditionally merchants and tradespeople; and siidras, whose duty is 
to serve the upper varnas , particularly brahmans. The ksatriyas rank second in the hier¬ 
archy, after brahmans, and their traditional role was to be soldiers and rulers. 

7. This story is recounted by Pudon (Bu ston rin chen grub, 1290-1364) in his History of 
Buddhism (tr. Eugene Obermiller, Heidelberg, 1931), p. 108. It is a clear indication that 
Buddhists revere Buddha for his attainment of buddhahood against the odds, which 
serves to inspire his followers to emulate his example. The fact that he was born in a 
hell is significant, because he began his career at the lowest point in cyclic existence, 
but through diligent practice was able to attain the summit of perfection as a buddha. 
His followers should draw the conclusion that buddhahood is not a state reserved for 
exceptional beings, but rather an ever-present possibility for everyone. 

8. The Voice of the Buddha (tr. Gwendolyn Bays; Berkeley: Dharma Publishing, 1983, 2 
vols.), pp. 37-43 describes the deliberation process. 

9. See Pudon’s History of Buddhism, pp. 133-34. 

10. According to other sources, such as the Wheel of Time Tantra (Kdlacakra-tantra) , there 
were seven buddhas prior to Sakyamuni; and Maitreya, the future buddha, will be the 
eighth and last buddha of this era. 

11. The Lalita Vistara, ed. Rajendralala Mitra (Calcutta: C.R. Lewis, Baptist Mission 
Press, 1877), pp. 63. 

12. Ibid., p. 66. 

13. Mahdvastu Avaddna, ed. Pradhagovinda Basak (Calcutta: Sanskrit College, 1963), p. 
I 7 I - 

14. The Lalita Vistara, p. 223. 

15. There are numerous discrepancies regarding Siddhartha’s wife. In some sources she is 
referred to as Gopa, and in others it is asserted that he had more than one wife. In the 
Mulasarvastivada-vinaya, for example, he is said to have had three wives: Yas'odhara, 
Gopa, and Mrgaja, as well as sixty thousand courtesans (see Taisho 1450, ch. 3, pp. 
me, 112c, 114b). 

16. History of Buddhism, p. 23. 

17. Ibid., p. 24. 

18. The Lalita Vistara, p. 267. 
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19. Ibid., p. 268. 

20. Ibid., p. 269. 

21. This term literally means “mendicant” and was adopted by Buddhism as the term for 
a fully ordained monk. 

22. The Lalita Vistara , p. 270. 

23. Ibid., pp. 290-291. 

24. Ibid., pp. 291-292. 

25. History of Buddhism, vol. II, p. 29. 

2 6. According to Buddhist meditation literature, there are four “formless absorptions,” 
which are meditative states that follow the attainment of the four “concentrations.” 
Both types of meditative states are discussed in the next chapter. 

27. History of Buddhism, p. 35. 

28. Since traditional sources agree that Siddhartha had been practicing meditation for six 
years, this chronology requires that his wife carried Rahula for that time. Theravada 
tradition, however, holds that Rahula was born before Siddhartha left his home in 
Kapilavastu. 

29. History of Buddhism, vol. II, p. 41. 

30. Ibid., vol. II, p. 44. 

31. A. K. Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), pp. 64-65. 

32. This is found in the Long Discourse Collection {Digha-nikaya), tr. T.W. and C.A.F. Rhys 
Davids (London: Luzac & Co., 1959), pp. 78ff. 

33. Digha-nikaya, ed. T.W. Rhys Davids (London: Luzac & Co., 1967), p. 100. 

34. Earthquakes also occur when a future buddha descends into his mother’s womb, when 
he is born, when he attains awakening, when he first turns the wheel of doctrine, and 
when he enters final nirvana. 

35. Digha-nikaya, ed. T.W. Rhys Davids (London: Luzac & Co., 1967), p. 154. 

36. Discourse of the Great Final Nirvana ( Mahdparinibbdna-sutta ) (Dialogues of the Bud¬ 
dha, tr. T.W. and C.A.E Rhys Davids; London: Luzac & Co., 1959), p. 173. 

37. For a survey of sources on Buddhist scriptures, see Nakamura, Indian Buddhism, pp. 
22-56. 

38. The composition of abhidharma treatises probably began several centuries after the 
first council, but, according to one tradition, the main abhidharmasNotVs, were taught 
by the Buddha to his mother while he visited her in the Heaven of the Thirty-Three 
(Trayastrims'a), and then recited at the first council by Mahakas'yapa. 

39. A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism, p. 205. 

40. Erich Frauwallner, The Earliest Vinaya and the Beginnings ofBuddhist Literature (Rome: 
Serie Orientale Roma, vol. VIII, 1956), p. 63ff. See also Hermann Oldenberg’s intro¬ 
duction to the Vinaya Pitaka (London: Luzac & Co., 1964), vol. I, p. xi, which also 
questions the authenticity of the story of the first council. 

41. See Lamotte, History ofLndian Biiddhism, pp. 517-49, and Warder, Lndian Buddhism, 
pp. 11-13. 

42. Otto Franke, “The Buddhist Councils at Rajagaha and Vesali,” Journal of the Pali Text 
Society (1908), p. 2. 




2. Some Important Buddhist 
Doctrines 


Cyclic Existence 


Karma and Rebirth 


he previous section focused on how the life of the 
Buddha is understood by Tibetan Buddhists. The present 
section will examine some of the major doctrines that they 
attribute to him. This qualification is an important one, 
because there is a great deal of discussion among scholars 
concerning what the Buddha actually taught and which doctrines can 
legitimately be ascribed to him. Although many of the discourses that are 
accepted by Tibetans as being the words of Sakyamuni Buddha are of 
doubtful historical authenticity, there is, nevertheless, little debate within 
the tradition that their source is in fact the Buddha. Thus, for the purposes 
of the present study, the focus will be on what Tibetans believe the Bud¬ 
dha taught, and not on what modern historians would accept as authen¬ 
tic teachings. 

Among the most basic and pervasive of these are discourses attributed 
to the Buddha concerning karma and rebirth. These ideas were already 
present in the culture in which he was born, and he accepted them in much 
the same way that his contemporaries did. According to Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhists, the Buddha taught that one’s present life is only one in a begin¬ 
ningless series of incarnations, and each of these is determined by one’s 
actions in previous lives. These actions are collectively referred to as 
karma.' This idea specifically refers to one’s volitional actions, which may 
be good, bad, or neutral. The Buddhist concept of karma is similar to 
Newton’s Third Law of Motion, which holds that for every action there is 
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a concordant reaction. Similarly, in Buddhism, actions give rise to corre¬ 
sponding effects: good, bad, and neutral experiences are the direct results 
of good, bad, and neutral karma. This is presented as a universal law that 
has nothing to do with abstract ideas of justice, reward, or punishment. 
Every action produces a concordant reaction, and this occurs automati¬ 
cally. It does not require the control, intervention, or modification of any 
outside power, and as long as one remains within cyclic existence one per¬ 
forms actions (karma), and these inevitably produce concordant results. 

Karmas, therefore, are being made all the time. When one speaks 
with a good motivation, a friendly atmosphere is created as an imme¬ 
diate result; also, the action makes an imprint on the mind, induc¬ 
ing pleasure in the future. With a bad motivation, a hostile 
atmosphere is created immediately, and pain is induced for the 
speaker in the future. Buddhas teaching is that you are your own mas¬ 
ter; everything depends on yourself. This means that pleasure and 
pain arise from virtuous and nonvirtuous actions which come not 
from outside but from within yourself. 2 

As long as one fails to recognize the causally interconnected nature of 
karma and rebirth, one will continue to transmigrate helplessly in cyclic 
existence. As we have seen in the life of the Buddha, however, it is possi¬ 
ble to break the vicious cycle and escape from the sufferings that repeated 
births bring. The cycle is driven by ignorance, and the key to liberation 
{thar pa, moksa ) lies in overcoming ignorance. The Buddha is the para¬ 
digm of a person who has accomplished this, and so devout Buddhists 
strive to emulate his example. The first requirement is the development of 
dissatisfaction with cyclic existence. As long as one is basically comfort¬ 
able within the cycle of rebirth, there is no possibility of release. One must 
develop a profound revulsion, looking back on one’s beginningless lives 
with disgust and vowing to break the pattern by any means necessary. 
According to Lama Thubten Yeshe, this attitude 

indicates a deep, heartfelt decision definitely to emerge from the 
repeated frustrations and disappointments of ordinary life. Simply 
stated, renunciation is the feeling of being so completely fed up with 
our recurring problems that we are finally ready to turn away from 



SOME IMPORTANT BUDDHIST DOCTRINES / 6 5 


our attachments to this and that and begin searching for another way 
to make our life satisfying and meaningful. 3 

Next, one must emulate the Buddhas example and develop the positive 
moral qualities that he cultivated. This leads to mental peace and equanim¬ 
ity, which are necessary for successful meditation. Without mental calm, 
one’s thoughts will be so agitated that meditation is impossible. Medita¬ 
tion is the key to overcoming ignorance, for through mental training one 
can develop insight into the true nature of reality, which acts as a counter- 
agent to ignorance. Successful attainment of insight allows one to tran¬ 
scend the influence of karma, to end ignorant engagement in actions that 
bind one to continued transmigration, and eventually to end the cycle 
altogether. 


The Four Noble Truths 

Buddhism holds that the problem is a cognitive one, and the solution lies 
in cognitive restructuring. Buddhism teaches that every creature has trans¬ 
migrated helplessly since beginningless time under the influence of igno¬ 
rance and that their lack of understanding has led to performance of 
actions that have created connections with cyclic existence. In order to 
break this pattern, we must reorient our thinking to accord with reality. 

One of the greatest obstacles to this goal lies in the fact that worldly 
existence is full of traps that beguile the unwary and blind them to the 
harsh realities of cyclic existence. Life is full of suffering, aging, and death, 
but most of us overlook these and focus on momentary pleasures. Those 
who view the world in accordance with reality, however, understand that 
all who are born in it must inevitably suffer and die. This fact was recog¬ 
nized with full existential clarity by the Buddha on the night of his awak¬ 
ening, and he expressed it in a set of propositions that are referred to by 
Buddhists as the “four noble truths.” These are: (i) the truth of suffering; 
(2) the truth of the origin of suffering; (3) the truth of the cessation of suf¬ 
fering; and (4) the truth of the eightfold path which overcomes suffering. 

The truth ofsufferinghoXds that all of cyclic existence is inevitably con¬ 
nected with unpleasantness. It is important to note that the term trans¬ 
lated here as “suffering” has a wide range of connotations. Duhkha, or 
suffering, refers not only to physical pain, but also to emotional turmoil, 
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discomfort, dissatisfaction, and sorrow. The truth of suffering is a recog¬ 
nition that these things are found in the lives of ordinary beings and that 
those who experience them consider them unpleasant. 

It should be noted that Buddhism does not deny the presence of hap¬ 
piness in human life. What it does deny is that satisfaction can be perma¬ 
nent for those enmeshed in cyclic existence, which is characterized by 
constant change. Even when one finds happiness, it must inevitably end, 
only to be replaced by loss, longing, and sorrow. This state of affairs is con¬ 
sidered to be unacceptable, and Buddhism teaches a path by which this 
unsatisfactory situation may be transcended. 

Suffering is generally divided into three types: (i) the suffering of mis¬ 
ery, which includes physical and mental pain; (2) the suffering of change, 
which includes all contaminated feelings of happiness (called sufferings 
because they are subject to change at any time, which leads to dissatisfac¬ 
tion); and (3) compositional suffering—the unpleasantness endemic to 
cyclic existence, in which sentient beings are prone to distress due to being 
under the influence of contaminated actions and afflictions. 

The first type is easily identifiable and includes ordinary pains, such as 
headaches, physical injuries, and emotional torment. All beings naturally 
wish to be free from this type of suffering and to experience its opposite, 
which is physical and emotional pleasure. 

The second type is more difficult to identify, since it includes things 
that ordinary beings mistakenly regard as pleasurable, such as buying a new 
car. Looking at a desirable car for the first time, most people view it as some¬ 
thing that will bring satisfaction and happiness, not even considering the 
fact that all cars break down, often in inconvenient places. Moreover, they 
cost money for the initial purchase, for taxes, insurance, maintenance, gas, 
and so on, and from the moment they are driven out of the dealer’s lot 
they begin their inevitable progress toward the junkyard. What at first is 
a gleaming high-performance machine begins to rust, leak oil, and require 
repairs, until finally it becomes unusable and has to be discarded. As the 
Dalai Lama points out, 

When you first get it, you are very happy, pleased, and satisfied but 
then as you use it, problems arise. If it were intrinsically pleasurable, 
no matter how much more you used this cause of satisfaction, your 
pleasure should increase correspondingly, but such does not happen. 

As you use it more and more, it begins to cause trouble. Therefore, 
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such things are called sufferings of change; it is through change that 
their nature of suffering is displayed. 4 

Anything impermanent inevitably leads to discontent, since eventually 
it breaks down, leaving one with a sense of disappointment and loss. 

The third type of suffering is the basis for the first two, since it refers to 
the fundamentally unsatisfactory nature of cyclic existence, which is so 
constituted that it entails dissatisfaction for all who are caught up in it. 
The Dalai Lama says that 

it is called pervasive compositional suffering since it pervades or 
applies to all types of transmigrating beings and is compositional in 
that it is the basis of present suffering and induces future suffering. 
There is no way of getting away from this type of suffering except by 
ending the continuum of rebirth. 5 

Transmigrating beings experience distress as a result of their previous 
negative actions, actions motivated by afflictive emotions {nyon mongs, 
klesd). The primary afflictive emotions are ignorance, desire, and aversion. 
These motivate people to engage in counterproductive actions that 
inevitably rebound on them, and they also tend to produce concordant 
mental states, leading to a vicious cycle. 

The cycle can only be broken through eliminating the underlying neg¬ 
ative emotions. Although we have been caught in transmigration since 
beginningless time, it is possible for an individual to bring her own trans¬ 
migration to an end. This is the focus of the second noble truth. Buddha 
recognized that suffering has a basis, and he identified this basis as desire 
motivated by ignorance. Beings suffer due to their afflicted desires, and 
the way to overcome suffering lies in eliminating them. In a discussion of 
the first two noble truths, Kalu Rinpoche indicates that Buddha 

taught these subjects extensively and in great detail, and it is impor¬ 
tant for us to understand them in order to recognize the limitations 
of our present situation. We have to understand our circumstances 
and know that, given the nature of cause and effect... we can look 
forward to nothing but suffering. We have to realize that we are 
enmeshed in the various factors of cause and effect, which lead first 
to one state of suffering and on that basis to another, and so on. When 
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we have seen the inherent limitations of this situation, we can begin 
to consider getting out of it. We can begin to look for the possibility 
of transcending samsaric existence and all its attendant sufferings, 
limitations, and frustrations. 6 

Desire is divided into three types: (i) desire for pleasure, (2) desire for 
continued existence, and (3) desire for nonexistence. The first type is the 
result of contact with sense objects that one finds attractive, and it creates 
the seeds of future attachments. The second type is the common wish that 
one’s existence will continue forever and the tendency to live as if this were 
the case, despite the overwhelming evidence that one will inevitably die. 
The third craving arises from the belief that everything comes to an end 
in death, and so it is wrong to find happiness in material things, or in the 
present life, since death is inevitable. Buddhist philosophy holds that all 
three kinds of desire are mistaken and that all must be overcome in order 
to find lasting happiness. 

The third noble truth indicates that it is possible to bring suffering to an 
end through overcoming afflicted desire. Suffering depends on causes, and 
if one removes the causes, suffering will disappear. The problem is cogni¬ 
tive, and so the solution is also cognitive: we suffer due to false ideas about 
what is pleasurable, worthwhile, or desirable, and the truth of the path indi¬ 
cates a way to restructure one’s cognitions in accordance with reality in 
order to bring suffering to an end. 

The path is commonly referred to as the “noble eightfold path” because 
it is divided into: (1) correct view, (2) correct intention, (3) correct speech, 
(4) correct action, (5) correct livelihood, (6) correct effort, (7) correct 
mindfulness, and (8) correct meditative absorption. 

The eightfold path outlines a course of practice aimed at overcoming 
suffering. The root of suffering is desire based on ignorance, and the pri¬ 
mary concern of the path is overcoming this underlying cause of all cyclic 
existence. The parts of the path are commonly divided into three groups 
(called “the three trainings” because each represents a particular aspect of 
the training program of the path). The first two members of the eightfold 
path are grouped under the heading of “wisdom” (shes rab, prajha), since 
they entail a fundamental cognitive reorientation that is necessary as an 
initial prerequisite for the path. The next three are classed as “ethics” (tshul 
khrims, slid), because taken together they are concerned with training in 
moral actions and attitudes. Morality is a necessary prerequisite for 
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progress on the Buddhist path, since a person with good morality is calm 
and self-assured. The last three are grouped under the heading of “medi¬ 
tative absorption” {ting nge ’dzin, samadhi), because they are concerned 
with developing concentration. 

Correct view consists of both positive and negative aspects: on the pos¬ 
itive side, correct view involves knowing certain key Buddhist concepts, 
such as the four truths and the operation of dependent arising, or under¬ 
standing what actions lead to good and bad effects. It also entails elimi¬ 
nating wrong views, the most important and dangerous of which is the 
“view of true personhood” {jigtshogs la Ita ba, satkaya-drsti) , the convic¬ 
tion that the elements of the psychophysical personality constitute a truly 
existent person. Wrong views are to be avoided not merely because they 
are philosophically or logically untenable, but because they are conceptual 
manifestations of ignorance, desire, and aversion. Holding them leads to 
further desire, hatred, ignorance, and ultimately to further suffering. 

Correct intention involves developing a proper orientation, that is, a 
mental attitude that aims at following the Buddhist path to awakening. In 
cultivating correct intention, a person decides what is ultimately impor¬ 
tant, what he or she will work at. In a Buddhist context, the ultimate goal 
is awakening, and a person who has correct intention will take this as the 
goal of religious activity. This decision is of fundamental importance, 
because in order to achieve something difficult (such as buddhahood) it is 
necessary to devote oneself to it single-mindedly. A person with correct 
intention cultivates an attitude of renunciation of worldly things, avoids 
harming others, and engages in activities that are concordant with the goal. 

A person with correct speech avoids abusive, coarse, and untruthful 
words, says what is correct and true, speaks gently and nonbelligerently. 
Since one’s discourse is an outward manifestation of internal mental states, 
cultivating truthful and pleasant speech also leads to gradual development 
of concordant mental attitudes. 

For monks and nuns, correct action involves keeping the rules of monas¬ 
tic discipline outlined in the system of “individual liberation” {so sor thar 
pa, prdtimoksa), and for laypeople it involves keeping the lay precepts of 
individual liberation, which forbid killing, stealing, lying, sexual miscon¬ 
duct, and ingesting intoxicants. These rules are not simply arbitrary stric¬ 
tures, and they have a practical basis: cultivating morality results in mental 
calm, and this calm is a prerequisite for later concentrations and advanced 
levels of consciousness. In order to attain the higher meditative states, one 
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must overcome the mental troubles and disturbances that agitate the 
minds of ordinary beings and that impede their ability to concentrate. 
Correct action is mainly concerned with avoiding the physical expressions 
of negative mental attitudes. 

Correct livelihood is also connected with moral training: it consists in 
avoiding occupations that result in breaking the precepts—professions 
that lead people to kill, lie, cheat, steal, or engage in sexual misconduct. 
Prohibited occupations include hunting, fishing, meat-selling, making 
weapons, prostitution, and other activities that involve people in evil 
deeds. These are to be avoided because they create negative mental states 
as well as bad karma, and this combination prevents a person from suc¬ 
cessfully practicing meditation. 

The next three aspects of the path are concerned with meditation. A 
person who has cultivated the previous good qualities has created a foun¬ 
dation consisting of proper attitudes and actions. Based on morality and 
the calm mental states that it produces, a person has the prerequisites for 
pursuing the higher levels of meditative training. Correct effort involves 
properly orienting the mind toward the desired goal of liberation. In this 
practice, a yogi {mal ’byor pa) overcomes negative feelings that inhibit 
equanimity and meditation, such as impatience, slothfulness, excessive 
pride, vengefulness, concern with unimportant things such as wealth, 
power, and so on. The yogi then focuses on the goal of liberation through 
concentrated meditative practice. This involves steady effort rather than 
spurts of enthusiastic activity. 

Correct mindfulness is emphasized in Buddhist meditation manuals as 
being of fundamental importance in meditation. In order to attain liber¬ 
ation, one must initially develop awareness of what one is doing and why 
one is doing it. In addition, one must learn to control and regulate the 
mind. A person seeking liberation must move from his or her present state 
of confusion and random thoughts to one of clarity and mindfulness in 
which he or she is aware of mental processes and attitudes and, more 
importantly, is in control of them. 

Correct concentration requires the previous steps. Without a focused 
mind that can fix itself calmly and one-pointedly on a single object with¬ 
out being distracted by laxity or excitement, one cannot properly enter 
into the concentrations, which are advanced meditative states in which 
one’s attention is fully devoted to one’s object of observation. 

Taken together, the four noble truths constitute a summary of the Bud- 
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dhist path. The truth of suffering indicates the basic problem that Bud¬ 
dhism proposes to overcome, and the truth of the origin of suffering shows 
the cause of the problem. The third truth holds that the negative elements 
of the human condition are not immutable, and the fourth truth indi¬ 
cates how a person may bring about a cognitive reorientation and tran¬ 
scend suffering. 


Appearance and Reality 

According to Buddhist meditation theory, the basic causes of suffering are 
cognitive in origin. We mentally create a vision of reality, but because of 
ignorance this vision is skewed and does not reflect things as they are. Some 
of our wrong ideas are harmless, but others lead to the creation of nega¬ 
tive mental states, such as ignorance, desire, or hatred. One of the most 
dangerous of these mistaken concepts is the false notion of a self, which 
Buddhist meditation theory contends is innately present in all human 
beings. On a very basic level, every person believes in a self or soul that is 
uncreated, immortal, unchanging, and permanent. Contrary to some 
other religious systems, Buddhism denies the existence of such an entity 
and contends that in order to attain liberation one must eliminate the false 
belief in a self or soul. 

There has been some disagreement among Western scholars of Bud¬ 
dhism concerning whether or not Sakyamuni Buddha really advocated this 
idea, but there is no debate among Tibetan scholars, who view the concept 
of no-self (bdag med, andtmari) as a cornerstone of Buddhist thought and 
practice. In Tibetan meditation texts, belief in a self or soul is said to be 
based on a false imputation, and techniques to examine this notion in 
order to eradicate it are an important focus of meditation literature. 

But if the concept is common to all human beings, where do we get it? 
And if it is mistaken, why is it so universally accepted? The answer, Bud¬ 
dhist texts suggest, is that although there is a basis for belief in a self, the 
imputation is still a false one. The basis for the imputation of self is the 
collection of elements that together constitute the psychophysical person¬ 
ality, which Buddhism divides into five “aggregates” ( phungpo, skandha ): 
(1) form, (2) feelings, (3) discriminations, (4) compositional factors, and 
(5) consciousness. 

These are the constituents of all impermanent phenomena and are the 
basis on which we impute the notions of “I” and “mine.” Taken together, 
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they are the components of the individual, but we mistakenly impute some¬ 
thing more, an essence, a self or soul. When one analyzes this concept to 
locate its basis, however, all one finds are these five factors, none of which 
can constitute a self because they are constantly changing, whereas the self 
that sentient beings imagine is self-sufficient and enduring. 

Form refers to phenomena that comprise the physical world, which 
includes the sense organs (eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind) and 
their objects. These are material things composed of the four great ele¬ 
ments: earth, water, fire, and air. Feelings are our sensations of things, 
and these are divided into three types: pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral. 
They result when the senses come into contact with objects. Discrimi- 
nations are the differentiations we make regarding objects of perception 
as a result of contact. They cause us to discriminate between colors, 
sounds, smells, tastes, tangible objects, and mental images. Consciousness 
includes the six types of consciousnesses: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, 
and mind. Compositional factors are volitional activities, both good and 
bad. Karma is included within compositional factors, since it directs the 
mind in particular directions, thus influencing the content of future 
mental states. 

Taken together, these five aggregates constitute the sum total of the psy¬ 
chophysical personality, and Buddhist teachers claim that the totality of 
an individual is included within this group. Ordinary beings, however, 
impute something extra: an enduring, uncreated “self” that exists apart 
from and independently of these constituents, but this is nothing more 
than a label imputed to what are really constantly changing phenomena. 
This mistaken notion leads to grasping and attachment, which in turn 
result in harmful actions, and so the mistaken belief in a self is said to be 
one of the most powerful factors that keep ordinary beings enmeshed in 
cyclic existence. According to Lama Zopa, 

The door that leads us out of samsara is the wisdom that realizes the 
emptiness of self-existence. This wisdom is the direct remedy for the 
ignorance which is both a cause and effect of clinging to the self, and 
which believes the self or T to be inherently and independently exis¬ 
tent .... We then become addicted to this phantom I and treasure 
it as if it were a most precious possession. Wisdom recognizes that 
such an autonomously existing I is totally nonexistent and thus, by 
wisdom, ignorance is destroyed. It is said in the Buddhist scriptures 
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that to realize the correct view of emptiness, even for a moment, 
shakes the foundations of samsara . 7 

This is not as easy as it might at first appear. The false conception of self 
is deeply ingrained, and every sentient being has cultivated it not only in 
the present lifetime, but for countless past lives. Since it has been reified 
and strengthened over such a long period, it is deeply embedded in our 
basic assumptions and consequently very difficult to dislodge. Because of 
its strength, it is not possible to eradicate the idea of self all at once through 
simply recognizing that the belief is untenable (although this is an impor¬ 
tant first step). One initially understands no-self conceptually, through a 
process of reasoning. The reasoning begins with a consideration of how 
the self appears to us—that is, as something that is autonomous, endur¬ 
ing, and independent of the psychophysical continuum. 

The reasoning process begins with an analysis of whether or not the self 
can exist in the way that it appears. The meditator first determines that if 
there is a self, it must be either separate from or identical with the psy¬ 
chophysical aggregates. If it is different from them, then there is no con¬ 
nection between the self and the meditator, since they are different 
factualities. The self appears to consciousness as something enduring and 
autonomous, but all of us are impermanent and only exist due to causes 
and conditions that are external to ourselves. The only constant in human 
life is change, and all the constituents of the psychophysical personality 
are changing from moment to moment; thus the meditator should con¬ 
clude that even if there were a self different from the aggregates, it would 
be unrelated to him, since an autonomous, enduring entity could have no 
conceivable relation with an impermanent being. The Dalai Lama con¬ 
cludes that 

if the self or the person exists independently, separate from the aggre¬ 
gates, then after mentally disintegrating the aggregates one should be 
able to point out a self or person existing independent of these aggre¬ 
gates—but one cannot. If the self or the person is a totally different 
and separate entity from the aggregates, then there should be no rela¬ 
tion between the self and the aggregates at all . 8 

Having eliminated the possibility of a self that exists independently of 
the aggregates, one then considers the possibility that there might be a self 
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which is the same as the aggregates. If there is such a self, it must be the 
same as at least one of them; but when one examines each in turn one real¬ 
izes that they are all impermanent, changing from moment to moment, 
and there is no underlying unity or essence that remains throughout the 
ongoing process of change. The Dalai Lama points out that the idea of a 
self that is identical with the aggregates is untenable because 

if the self exists as single or totally one with the aggregates, then the 
contradiction arises that just as the aggregates are many, the self 
should also be multiple. Also, when this present life ceases at the time 
of death, the continuity of the self should also cease right then. And, 
if the self or the person is totally one with the aggregates, how can 
one have the natural feeling of the self being the master of these aggre¬ 
gates and the aggregates being the subjects and possessions of that 
self? 9 

The only conclusion that can legitimately be reached is that the self is 
a fiction, a mere label superimposed onto the constantly changing aggre¬ 
gates, a concept created and reified by the mind, but lacking any substan¬ 
tial reality. This reasoning process alone does not eliminate the idea, 
however; it merely weakens it. Because it is so deeply ingrained, the idea 
of self is only eliminated through repeated meditation on the reasonings 
of no-self, which enable the yogi to become progressively more familiar 
with the understanding that no self or essence exists. The Dalai Lama con¬ 
cludes that “when such a realization is maintained and reinforced through 
constant meditation and familiarization, you will be able to develop it into 
an intuitive or direct experience.” 10 

Many Westerners reject this notion, contending that it would be a sort 
of cognitive suicide. The idea that the self (which is assumed even by peo¬ 
ple who reject religions that propound the idea) does not exist is pro¬ 
foundly disturbing to many non-Buddhists, but in Buddhist thought the 
denial of self is not seen as constituting a loss, but rather is viewed as a pro¬ 
foundly liberating insight. Since the innate idea of self implies an 
autonomous, unchanging essence, if such a thing were in fact the core of 
one’s being, it would mean that change would be impossible, and one 
would be stuck being just what one is right now. Because there is no such 
self, however, we are constantly changing, and thus are open toward the 
future. One’s nature is never fixed and determined, and so through engag- 
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ing in Buddhist practice one can exert control over the process of change 
and progress in wisdom, compassion, patience, and other good qualities. 
One can even become a buddha, a fully awakened being who is completely 
liberated from all the frailties, sufferings, and limitations of ordinary 
beings. But this is only possible because there is no fixed and static self, no 
soul that exists self-sufficiently, separated from the ongoing process of 
change. 

Such intellectual understanding is not enough by itself, however. Even 
when beginning meditators gain a conceptual grasp of the doctrine of 
emptiness, it does not weaken the strength of the appearances of inherent 
existence. People and things still appear to exist from their own side, inde¬ 
pendently of external causes and conditions. On a personal level, even 
when one intellectually recognizes that there is no basis for the mistaken 
concept of “I,” this false idea still appears. As an analogy, a physicist might 
know that the table in front of her is mostly composed of space and that 
the matter of the table consists of infinitesimally tiny particles in a con¬ 
stant state of vibration, but the table still appears as a solid, hard object. 

Because intellectual comprehension of a concept is not the same as fully 
grasping it, Buddhist texts make a distinction between three levels of 
understanding, which are called respectively “wisdom arisen from hear¬ 
ing,” “wisdom arisen from thinking,” and “wisdom arisen from meditat¬ 
ing.” The first type is the superficial understanding one gains from simply 
hearing someone else teaching something. It does not involve a great deal 
of analysis, but is primarily based on listening to someone and compre¬ 
hending the meaning of the words. Wisdom arisen from thinking comes 
from pondering the significance of what one has heard and gaining a 
deeper understanding, although this is still only conceptual. Wisdom 
arisen from meditating occurs when one fully internalizes what one has 
learned and pondered, through apprehending with direct perception on a 
level that transcends merely conceptual realization." At this level of aware¬ 
ness, one moves beyond dependence on the mere words of the teaching 
and perceives the truth directly. 

Dependent Arising 

Closely connected with the idea of no-self is the doctrine of dependent 
arising (;rten cing ’brelbar ’byung ba, pratitya-samutpadd), which holds that 
all compounded phenomena arise due to causes and conditions external 
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to themselves, remain in existence due to causes and conditions, and even¬ 
tually pass away due to other causes and conditions. The classical formu¬ 
lation of this doctrine expresses it as follows: “Because this exists, that 
arises; because this is produced, that is produced.” 12 The first line indicates 
that effects arise from conditions unalterably, and the second states that 
objects are produced from conditions that are themselves impermanent. 
This process is broken down into twelve steps, which are referred to as the 
“twelve limbs of dependent arising”: 

1. ignorance 

2. action 

3. consciousness 

4. name and form 

5. the six sources 

6 . contact 

7. feeling 

8. attachment 

9. grasping 

10. existence 

11. birth 

12. aging and death. 

In this process, the primary factor is ignorance. This is not just an absence 
of knowledge, but is also a consciousness that perceives reality incorrectly. 
It motivates beings to engage in actions, but since the basis of the actions 
is mistaken, they lead to negative reactions. The most basic type of igno¬ 
rance is the belief in an inherently existent self, which gives rise to thoughts 
of acquiring things for this self to possess. 

In the context of the schema of the twelve links of dependent arising, 
action generally refers to a defining act that determines one’s future rebirth. 
If this deed is meritorious, one will be reborn in one of the three good 
transmigrations—human, demi-god, or god. If it is a negative action, one 
will be reborn in one of the three lower transmigrations—animal, hungry 
ghost, or hell-being. 

The defining action conditions one’s consciousness , since each type of 
transmigration has a distinctive type of mind. (All are characterized by basic 
ignorance, however, and ignorant thoughts tend to perpetuate themselves.) 
At the beginning of a new life, one acquires a particular sort of cognition, 
and this is determined by one’s past deeds. If one is born as a human, one 



SOME IMPORTANT BUDDHIST DOCTRINES / 77 






a 


iG norance o 




v o a 






o' 

V- 


a 

$ 


Or 


'V 

X 


o 

\ 

ip 


THE 12 LIMBS OF DEPENDENT ARISING 


Z 

> 


O 




R> 


■f 

& 






& 


V n v 


^ t>Nn333 <P 


i.D'd* 


iCP 


Table i. The Twelve Limbs of Dependent Arising 


will have a human consciousness, which will be conditioned by one’s past 
deeds. Moreover, a human who engaged in acts of violence in a past life, 
for instance, will be predisposed toward violence in the present life, and 
unless he does something to reverse this trend, he will likely repeat the pat¬ 
tern in the present life, leading to negative karma and a lower rebirth. 13 

Consciousness conditions the next link, name aiid,form. Name refers to 
the aggregates of feelings, discriminations, compositional factors, and con¬ 
sciousness. Form refers to the aggregate of form. Together these constitute 
the psychophysical personality, and this is conditioned by the predisposi¬ 
tions that have been inherited from past lives. According to Kalu Rin- 
poche, these are influenced by the false sense of self, which all of us have 
cultivated since beginningless time. 

From this basic dualistic or discursive consciousness there arises the 
sense of self, of “I.” At the same time, whatever forms are seen, what- 
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ever sounds are heard—in short, whatever phenomena are experi¬ 
enced—are perceived as some version of “other.” In this way there 
occurs a definite split into self and other. At this point, although there 
is no physical basis for consciousness, there is nevertheless a sense of 
embodiment, of identity coalescing. There is also the sense of nam¬ 
ing things in the phenomenal world. 14 

The six sources hk the sense powers of eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and 
mind. As the form aggregate develops, these also mature, and the process 
is influenced by the previous four members. As the sense powers mature, 
one begins to have contact with external things, and this contact is also 
conditioned by the previous stages. Contact is the coming together of 
object, sense faculty, and consciousness. It conditions the next link, feel¬ 
ing, which has the function of discriminating some things as pleasant, 
some as unpleasant, and others as neutral in accordance with how they are 
distinguished in contact. 

All of these are conditioned by ignorance, and so they are all mistaken 
with respect to their appearing objects. As one develops ideas of pleasure, 
pain, and neutrality, one begins to grasp at things that are pleasant and 
avoid things that are unpleasant. Thus one experiences graspingznA attach¬ 
ment, the eighth and ninth links of the process. 

These in turn create the basis for continued existence. Existence results 
from grasping and attachment: when one becomes attracted to the things 
of cyclic existence, one assures that in the future one will again be reborn 
in cyclic existence. This is a predisposition that began with ignorance, 
which in turn led to actions, and these led to contact and grasping. 

All of these taken together constitute the link to future birth. Due to 
the force of previously generated desires, a being who is about to be reborn 
feels desire toward its future parents. If the being is to be reborn as a male, 
it will feel desire toward its future mother, and if it will be a female, it will 
feel desire toward its future father. Moreover, the type of being toward 
which it will be attracted is determined by the nature of its past karma. If 
its karma destines it for rebirth as a human, then it will be drawn toward 
human parents, and if it will be reborn as an animal, then it will seek out 
animal parents, and so forth. It will be attracted to a male and female who 
are about to copulate and who are appropriate for its future life situation. 
The completion of the process of rebirth occurs when the future father 
impregnates the future mother, and the being takes rebirth in the appro- 
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priate life situation. The moment of physical birth is the culmination of 
this process. 

The final factor, aging and death, begins at the moment of birth. Every¬ 
thing that is born is moving toward death, and in each moment cells are 
dying and being replaced by new ones. Eventually the regeneration process 
begins to break down and one’s physical condition degenerates. The 
inevitable result is death, and so Sogyal Rinpoche asks, 

What is our life but this dance of transient forms? Isn’t everything 
always changing: the leaves on the trees in the park . . . the seasons, 
the weather, the time of day, the people passing you in the street? And 
what about us? Doesn’t everything we have done in the past seem like 
a dream now?... The cells of our body are dying, the neurons in our 
brain are decaying, even the expression on our face is always chang¬ 
ing, depending on our mood. What we call our basic character is only 
a “mindstream,” nothing more. 15 

Most beings are beguiled by the transitory things of cyclic existence and 
seek to acquire those that are perceived as pleasant. They are blind to the 
inevitable results of such actions, which only bind them to continued 
rebirth and resultant sufferings. As we will see in the next section, the cycle 
can be broken, but it requires a profound restructuring of cognition 
through meditation. 
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3. Meditation 


The Role of Meditation 
in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism 

T ibetan Buddhism has many different schools and line¬ 
ages, with a variety of practices and goals. All schools of 
Tibetan Buddhism agree, however, that the final goal of 
Mahayana practice is the attainment of buddhahood for 
the benefit of all other sentient beings. A buddha, as we 
saw in previous sections, is someone who has awakened from the sleep of 
ignorance in which others live, who has broken through the cognitive bar¬ 
riers that impede understanding and become omniscient through a long 
process of mental training. 

The key factor in this process is meditation (bsgom pa, bhavana), a gen¬ 
eral term that encompasses a wide range of practices and goals. Some of 
these aim at pacifying the mind and quieting the mental confusion that 
afflicts ordinary beings. Other meditative practices are concerned with 
developing clear understanding of Buddhist tenets such as the four noble 
truths, impermanence, no-self, and so on, or with cultivating direct per¬ 
ception of the true nature of reality. 

According to the Dalai Lama, “meditation is a familiarization of the 
mind with an object of meditation.” 1 Sentient beings have lived since 
beginningless time, and in every lifetime we have accustomed ourselves to 
wrong ideas, which has led to suffering, death, and rebirth. Since this pre¬ 
conditioning is deeply ingrained, the meditational process used to break 
its power requires a great deal of effort and repeated familiarization of the 
mind with meditational objects—Buddhist concepts, doctrines, symbols 
(and sometimes objects or images with no Buddhist associations). 
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Most meditative practices aim at some form of cognitive restructuring. 
Since dissatisfaction arises from wrong ideas, the solution to the problem 
of suffering lies in changing these ideas, and this is accomplished through 
meditation. Suffering arises from actions based on afflictive mental states 
such as desire, ignorance, hatred, and so on, and many of the techniques 
ofTibetan meditation are designed to serve as counteragents to afflictions. 
For instance, a meditator who is particularly prone to anger might be 
instructed by a meditation teacher to cultivate feelings of love and com¬ 
passion. Love and compassion are incompatible with anger, and so the 
more one trains in the former attitudes, the more one’s tendency toward 
anger diminishes. 

A person with strong desire might be instructed to consider the imper¬ 
manence of all the phenomena of cyclic existence. No matter how much 
money or power one accumulates, one must eventually lose them, either 
sooner or later. Even the richest people cannot know with certainty that 
they will still have their money in a week, a month, or a year. And no 
amount of wealth can forestall death, which is the final end of the ambi¬ 
tions, desires, and concerns of this present life. Through contemplating 
these truths, one should experience a diminution of mundane desires and 
a corresponding interest in pursuing religious practice, which can lead to 
ultimate and lasting happiness. 

Meditation on Death 

In many cases, Buddhist meditators contemplate the basic realities of cyclic 
existence—such as suffering, impermanence, and death—but at other 
times meditators purposely visualize things that are not real but which have 
a therapeutic purpose. For example, practitioners with strong sexual desire 
will sometimes mentally imagine the whole world filled with skeletons. 
This serves to remind them that all living things inevitably die, and so there 
is no good reason to be attached to any of them or to seek one’s happiness 
in sexual activity. Alternatively, meditators sometimes bring to mind peo¬ 
ple they find particularly attractive and then imagine what these people 
will look like as decaying corpses. They will picture the corpses in various 
stages of decomposition and will consider how repulsive corpses are to the 
living. 2 This meditation is sometimes done in burial grounds or cemeter¬ 
ies, since such places are said to be conducive to contemplation of death. 

The outcome of this process should be a recognition that one’s desire 
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for particular individuals is only a result of deluded thinking, since there 
is nothing inherently attractive about anyone. If a particular person were 
inherently desirable, then he or she should be attractive to anyone at any 
time in any circumstance. That this is not the case is indicated by the fact 
that different societies (and different individuals) have varying standards 
of beauty: some consider thin bodies to be beautiful, while others view full 
figures as more appealing; some value light skin, while others prefer dark 
skin. Standards of shape and size of facial features vary between cultures, 
as do notions of ideal hair color and style. This variety indicates that there 
is no universal standard of beauty, and that one’s ideas of physical attrac¬ 
tiveness are largely a result of conditioning. 

In addition, if a particular person’s body were inherently attractive, then 
it should still be attractive as a decaying corpse. The fact that images of 
corpses induce feelings of revulsion and horror indicates that beauty is a 
transient and conditioned thing. If one considers these factors, one should 
conclude that there is no good reason to desire any one person more than 
others. Beauty is in the eye (and mind) of the beholder, and through 
changing one’s attitudes it is possible to overcome afflicted attachment. 
This does not mean that one should go through life viewing people as 
decaying corpses and feeling disgust toward them; the purpose of the med¬ 
itation is to develop an attitude of equanimity. Excessive revulsion is as 
much an affliction as excessive desire. Since humans are particularly sus¬ 
ceptible to desire, however, some need to cultivate rather extreme antidotes 
in order to counteract it. 3 It is unlikely that most people will be able to 
overcome sensual desire completely, but through repeated familiarization 
with these visualizations it is often possible to diminish its force. The end 
result of this meditation should be an outlook that views all living beings 
as equal and that realizes that feelings of attraction and revulsion are tran¬ 
sient results of afflicted mental states. 

The Four Concentrations and the Four Formless Absorptions 

Tibetan Buddhist meditation literature contains extensive discussions of 
meditative states that can be reached through specific trainings. Among 
these are the four concentrations (bsam gtan, dhyana ) and the four form¬ 
less absorptions (gzugs med kyi snyoms ’jug, arupya-samdpatti ), meditative 
trances that correspond to states of existence. These are shared by both 
Buddhist and Hindu schools. The four concentrations correspond to lev- 
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els within the Form Realm, the second of the three levels of cyclic exis¬ 
tence. One reaches the first concentration by overcoming the subtlest lev¬ 
els of attachment to the Desire Realm, the lowest level of cyclic existence 
and the one in which we exist. 4 In order to do this, the meditator views 
the Desire Realm as gross and the first concentration as subtle and seeks 
to attain it. By successfully attaining it, the meditator can achieve rebirth 
in this state, which is said to be endowed with joy and bliss. To reach the 
other three concentrations, the procedure is similar: The meditator views 
the lower concentration as gross and the higher one as subtle and seeks to 
attain it. 5 

In the first two concentrations joy and bliss are present, but in the third 
concentration joy is absent but bliss is present. One also develops medita¬ 
tive equanimity in the third concentration, which is strengthened in the 
fourth concentration to the point where bliss also disappears and is 
replaced with a pervasive equanimity. The reason why joy and bliss are pro¬ 
gressively eliminated is that they interfere with mental stability. The Bud¬ 
dha describes this process as follows: 

Having become separated from sensual desire, having become sepa¬ 
rated from nonvirtuous qualities, a monk enters into and abides in 
the first concentration, in which there is conceptuality and analysis, 
which has joy and bliss, and which arises from separation from hin¬ 
drances .... Due to diminishment of conceptuality and analysis, he 
enters into and abides in the second concentration, has internal tran¬ 
quility and has one-pointed concentration of thought, devoid of 
conceptuality and analysis, but having joy and bliss.... Due to de¬ 
tachment from joy, the monk dwells in equanimity, has mindfulness 
and clear understanding, experiencing bliss in mind and body. . . . 
Through eliminating both pain and pleasure, and due to previous 
disappearance of sorrow and happiness, the monk enters into and 
abides in the fourth concentration, devoid of pain and pleasure, a 
state of equanimity and absolute purity of mindfulness. 6 

The four formless absorptions are meditative states that correspond to 
levels within the Formless Realm, which encompasses the highest regions 
within cyclic existence. One is reborn in one of these planes in depend¬ 
ence upon successfully cultivating the corresponding absorption. They are 
called “absorptions” because in them one’s attention is withdrawn from 
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external objects and the mind and mental factors are all equally focused 
on the meditative object. The four are: (i) the absorption of limitless space, 
(2) the absorption of limitless consciousness, (3) the absorption of noth¬ 
ingness, and (4) the peak of cyclic existence. 

In the absorption of limitless space, the appearance of forms to the mind 
completely disappears, and the meditator perceives everything as uninter¬ 
rupted space, without any obstruction or variety. 

In the absorption of limitless consciousness, the meditator first views 
the preceding absorption as gross and then views the discrimination that 
consciousness is limitless as peaceful. This mainly involves stabilizing med¬ 
itation, and in the absorption the meditator perceives everything as just 
pure, undifferentiated consciousness. 

In the absorption of nothingness, even viewing everything as limitless 
consciousness appears as gross, and the meditator cultivates a mental state 
in which only nothingness appears to the mind. In his commentary on the 
Compendium of the Mahdyana, Vasubandhu states that this is a sphere of 
lucid consciousness in which beings are still caught up in cyclic existence. 7 
It is more subtle than the preceding absorption, since there is no content 
at all, only undifferentiated nothingness. In the succeeding absorption, 
even this is left behind, and there is no coarse discrimination at all, only 
subtle discrimination. This is referred to as the “peak of cyclic existence,” 
because it leads to rebirth at the highest level of the Formless Realm, a state 
in which beings have enormously long lifespans characterized by no hint 
of unpleasantness and only the subtlest of discriminations. 

In a Buddhist context, however, this is still unsatisfactory, since one’s 
lifespan eventually ends and one is again reborn in the lower realms of 
cyclic existence. One will again suffer, grow old, and die. Thus for Bud¬ 
dhists the final goal should be a supramundane path, one that leads out of 
cyclic existence altogether and which results in either the state of buddha- 
hood or at least the more limited nirvana of an arhat or solitary realizer. 8 


Stabilizing and Analytical Meditation 

The minds of ordinary beings are scattered and confused, beguiled by sur¬ 
face appearances and deluded by false ideas. Advanced Buddhist medita¬ 
tors, by contrast, are said to have calm and disciplined minds, and they are 
able to see through appearances to understand the transient and unsatis¬ 
factory nature of the phenomena of cyclic existence. 
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Buddhist meditation literature contains many descriptions of meditative 
trainings that lead to equanimity and insight. An important goal of these 
practices is the attainment of “a union of calm abiding and higher insight,” 
in which one is able to remain focused on a meditative object for as long 
as one wishes and at the same time to analyze its final nature. In Tibetan 
Buddhist literature there are numerous presentations of the development 
of calm abiding ( zhi gnas, samatha ) and higher insight ( lhag mthong, 
vipasyand), which differ in some details of the process. The account that 
follows is based on that of the Gelukpa school (which follows Tsong 
Khapa’s Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path), supplemented by mate¬ 
rial drawn from Kamalas'ila’s Stages of Meditation and from the Sutra 
Explaining the Thought (see table 2). 

In Mahayana literature, calm abiding and higher insight are often 
declared to be essential to advanced meditative practice. In the Sutra 
Explaining the Thought, for example, Buddha declares that “all of the many 
kinds of meditative stabilization .... that I have explained are included 
[within calm abiding and higher insight].” 9 

Calm abiding is so called because it is a state in which the mind remains 
fixed on an object of observation without wavering. Takpo Tashi Namgyal 
states that it is attained 

by fixing the mind upon any object so as to maintain it without dis¬ 
traction ... by focusing the mind on an object and maintaining it in 
that state until finally it is channeled into one stream of attention and 
evenness. 10 

According to Geshe Lhundup Sopa, calm abiding is 

just a one-pointedness of mind ( cittaikagratd) on a meditative object 
([alambana). Whatever the object may be ... if the mind can remain 
upon its object one-pointedly, spontaneously and without effort 
(ndbhisamskdra), and for as long a period of time as the meditator 
likes, it is approaching the attainment of meditative stabilization 
{samatha ).' 1 
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The Process of Developing Calm Abiding 

There are six prerequisites for achieving calm abiding: (i) staying in an 
agreeable place, (2) having few desires, (3) knowing satisfaction, (4) not 
having many activities, (5) pure ethics, and (6) thoroughly abandoning 
thoughts of desire and so forth. 

The meditator should find a place in which conditions are conducive 
to meditation. Such a place will be free from wars and political upheavals, 
commotion, evil people, dangers from wild animals, robbers, and the like, 
and will have the necessary prerequisites for life, particularly sufficient 
food and water. One should seek to diminish desire for material things and 
be content with what one has, and avoid excessive engagement in conver¬ 
sation, moving about, or other activities that interfere with the develop¬ 
ment of concentration. Cultivation of pure ethics and abandoning thoughts 
of desire are essential to the process, since a mind that is enmeshed in 
afflictive thoughts and sensual desires will be too distracted to develop the 
mental stability of calm abiding. 

Calm abiding is characterized by the ability to fix one’s attention on an 
internal object of observation for as long as one wishes, without being dis¬ 
turbed by mental fluctuation. According to Buddhist meditation litera¬ 
ture, any object can be the basis for calm abiding, but meditators generally 
focus on objects that have soteriological value, such as the body of a bud- 
dha. Since one’s ultimate goal is the attainment of buddhahood, this serves 
to orient the mind and purify mental obstructions. 

The two primary obstacles to attainment of calm abiding are laxity 
(1 hying ba, lay a) and excitement (rgod pa, auddhatya ). The former is an 
internal dullness that diminishes mental clarity in meditative states. 
Excitement is 

a scattering of the mind to attributes of the Desire Realm experienced 
previously and an engagement in them with attachment. Excitement 
is a non-peacefulness of mind that involves desirous engagement in 
the pleasant; it has the function of preventing calm abiding. 12 

Laxity and excitement diminish one’s ability to concentrate, and so it is 
essential to overcome them. This is accomplished through development of 
mindfulness, a quality that allows the mind to examine itself and to recog¬ 
nize incipient laxity or excitement. When they appear, meditators apply 
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antidotes to counteract them. When laxity arises or is about to arise, one 
counteracts it by brightening or enlarging the object of observation. Excite¬ 
ment may be counteracted in a number of ways: contemplating death and 
impermanence, decreasing the size and brightness of the object of obser¬ 
vation, or heightened concentration on another object, such as the breath. 

The Nine Mental Abidings 

Prior to development of actual calm abiding, meditators progressively cul¬ 
tivate nine levels of increasing concentration, called the nine “mental abid¬ 
ings”: (i) setting the mind, (2) continuous setting, (3) resetting, (4) close 
setting, (5) disciplining, (6) pacifying, (7) thorough pacifying, (8) one- 
pointedness, and (9) setting in equipoise. 

Setting the mind is a level of intermittent concentration which is often 
distracted by random thoughts. The meditator can only hold the object 
in mind for a brief while and is easily distracted. As she gains more famil¬ 
iarity with meditation, she is able to hold the mind on the object for longer 
periods of time; this is continuous setting. 

During these first two stages, the main obstacles are laziness and forget¬ 
fulness. Laziness is a tendency to procrastinate or avoid practice of medi¬ 
tation. One desires to engage in other activities, such as sleep, mundane 
affairs, and so on. Forgetfulness refers to mental distraction due to forget¬ 
ting virtuous objects because one instead focuses on afflicted objects. Due 
to this, one loses awareness of the object of observation and scatters one’s 
attention to phenomena of desire. These tendencies are overcome through 
mindfulness and continued attention to the object of observation. 

In resetting, the third mental abiding, when the mind leaves the medi¬ 
tative object it is forced back to it, and one is able to remain focused on 
the object for more time than one is distracted from it. 

Close setting, the next mental abiding, arises when one develops mind¬ 
fulness to the point that one is able to remain focused on the object of 
observation. One has developed powerful attention, and the mind no 
longer wanders randomly from the object without one’s being aware of it. 
At this point, laxity and excitement are the major obstacles, and one cul¬ 
tivates the antidotes to them. 

In disciplining, the fifth mental abiding, one develops a strong faculty 
of introspection, which represents a powerful counteragent to laxity. In this 
stage, the mind is constantly being observed by introspective mindfulness 
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that is aware of the arising of laxity. When one recognizes incipient laxity, 
one moves to counteract it by heightening one’s perception of the object, 
or one increases its brightness or size. This, however, adds to the danger of 
becoming overstimulated, and so, during pacifying, the sixth mental abid¬ 
ing, one “pacifies” the mind. This involves controlling it through contem¬ 
plation of death, impermanence, the negative results of mental distraction, 
and the like, in order to counteract excitement. At this level, the medita¬ 
tor has powerful introspection and mindfulness and is aware of even small 
mental fluctuations. According to Geshe Gendlin Lodro, 

introspection has two functions. One, near the beginning of the 
process, is concerned with inspecting whether or not the mind is 
abiding on the object of observation; this causes the mind to remain 
on the object of observation. Later, introspection is more concerned 
with whether or not laxity or excitement has arisen; at this time, its 
function is to cause application of the appropriate antidote. 13 

In thorough pacifying, the seventh mental abiding, one cultivates the 
power of effort, through which one overcomes subtle levels of laxity and 
excitement. There is no longer any great danger that they will arise, but if 
they do the meditator is able to counteract them quickly. When one is able 
to hold the object of observation in mind for as long as one wishes, with¬ 
out being disturbed by laxity or excitement, one attains the eighth men¬ 
tal abiding, one-pointedness, which is so called because one’s power of 
mindfulness is so strong that one’s attention is fixed unwaveringly on the 
object. 

In the ninth mental abiding, setting in equipoise, one can remain in med¬ 
itative equipoise spontaneously, without effort. 

At this point one has achieved the power of familiarity; one is free 
from laxity and excitement, is able to set the mind continuously in 
meditative stabilization, and has subjective and objective clarity. 14 


Physical and Mental Pliancy 

At the level of the ninth mental abiding, the meditator has become so 
familiar with meditative concentration that all traces of physical lethargy 
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and mental scattering have been eliminated. As a result, one experiences 
the arising of a factor of clarity referred to as “pliancy” {shin tu sbyangs pa, 
prasrabdhi). It is defined as “a serviceability of mind and body such that 
the mind can be set on a virtuous object of observation as long as one likes; 
it has the function of removing all obstructions.” 15 In the Stages of Hear¬ 
ers, Asanga states that “pliancy is supreme happiness and joy that is pre¬ 
ceded by faith and clarity. Gradually making the mind joyful, pliancy 
[eliminates] the non-virtuous class of assumptions of bad states.” 16 

The four types of pliancy are: (i) mental pliancy, (2) physical pliancy, 
(3) bliss of physical pliancy, and (4) bliss of mental pliancy. Mental pli¬ 
ancy is a cognitive factor that removes “assumptions of bad states,” which 
are subtle traces of nonvirtuous propensities that are the results of former 
negative actions and attitudes. Mental pliancy is experienced as a light¬ 
ness of mind, and it is the result of successful cultivation of meditative 
stabilization. 17 

A physical pliancy is “a special, light tangible object that removes phys¬ 
ical tiredness and other unfavorable physical functionings.” 18 Physical pli¬ 
ancies are the opposite of assumptions of bad states; they are physical 
factors generated by meditative stabilization. According to Geshe Gendlin 
Lodro, 

an assumption of a bad state is: a factor that cannot bear the mind’s 
being aimed at its object of observation. The general meaning of a 
pliancy is: a factor of being able to take to mind, or a factor of facil¬ 
ity with aiming the mind at an object of observation. That which 
causes the yogic practitioner to dislike aiming the mind at an object 
of observation is called the assumption of a bad state. 19 

With the arising of physical and mental pliancy, one also experiences 
a feeling of profound bliss, and one’s body and mind feel light as wind. 
The bliss that accompanies the sense consciousnesses is referred to as 
“bliss of physical pliancy,” and the bliss that is associated with mental 
consciousness is called “bliss of mental pliancy.” These are connected 
with the removal of assumptions of bad states, which lead to heaviness of 
mind. According to Gendlin Lodro, due to the force of mental pliancy a 
subtle energy current called a “wind” courses through subtle channels in 
the body, giving rise to feelings of physical lightness, mental clarity, and 
great bliss. 
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Higher Insight 

At this point one has overcome the assumptions of bad states, and one’s 
mind and body are disciplined and serviceable. One has attained stability 
and equanimity due to pacifying the assumptions of bad states. As the ini¬ 
tial euphoria of the bliss of mental pliancy fades, one’s mind becomes fully 
pacified, and at this point one attains calm abiding, which Gelukpa schol¬ 
ars describe as “a non-fluctuating meditative stabilization conjoined with 
special pliancy.” 20 

Calm abiding is held to be a necessary prerequisite for attainment of 
higher insight, but meditators must initially cultivate stabilizing medita¬ 
tion and analytical meditation separately. When one has first developed 
calm abiding, one is not able to remain in that state while performing 
analysis, and so one must alternate between calming and analytical med¬ 
itation. Through repeated practice, however, one develops the ability to 
maintain the two types of meditation in equal portions at the same time. 

When this is accomplished, one turns one’s analysis on the object of obser¬ 
vation and considers its nature. One recognizes that it—like all phenomena 
of cyclic existence—is empty of inherent existence. All phenomena lack a 
self; they are dependently arisen due to the force of causes and conditions 
other than themselves. Through repeatedly familiarizing oneself with this 
notion, one gradually weakens the force of the appearance of inherent exis¬ 
tence and directly apprehends the emptiness of the object of observation. 

This, however, is not higher insight. Higher insight occurs when one’s 
analytical meditation itself generates mental stability and is conjoined with 
physical and mental pliancy. At this point one enters into a powerful med¬ 
itative stabilization that is characterized by stability and the appearance of 
a wisdom consciousness that understands the nature of the object of obser¬ 
vation. The combination of stability and analysis in a single consciousness 
serves as a powerful counteragent to afflictions and is a potent tool for 
developing the ability to perceive emptiness directly. 


The Five Buddhist Paths 
The Path ofAccumtdation 

Buddhist meditation texts distinguish five stages of spiritual advancement 
that constitute the path to awakening followed by meditators: (i) the path 
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Table 2. Calming and Analytical Meditation 


Meditative Pre- Stages Signs of Counter¬ 
state REQUISITES SUCCESS AGENTS 


Calm Abiding 


1. Staying 
in an 
agreeable 
place 

2. Having 
few desires 

3. Knowing 
satisfaction 

4. Few activities 

5. Pure ethics 

6. Abandoning 
thoughts of 
desire 


Nine Mental 
Abidings: 

1.Setting 
the mind 

2. Continuous 
setting 

3. Resetting 

4. Close 
setting 

5. Disciplining 

6. Pacifying 

7. Thorough 
pacifying 

8. One- 
pointedness 

9. Setting 

in equipoise 


1. Ability to 
focus mind 
on object of 
observation 
for extended 
periods 

2. Physical 
pliancy (at 
ninth mental 
abiding) 

3. Mental 
pliancy (at 
ninth mental 
abiding) 


1. Laxity 

2. Excitement 


Higher Insight 


1. Calm abiding 

2. Elimination 
of assumptions 
of bad states 


1. Direct 
apprehension 
of emptiness 

2. Stabilizing 
meditation 
generates 
physical and 
mental pliancy 


1. Artificial 
conceptions 
of inherent 
existence 

2. Innate 
conceptions of 
true existence 


Union of Calm 

Maintaining 

Abiding and 

calm abiding 

Higher Insight 

and direct 


perception of 


emptiness in 


a single mind 
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of accumulation, (2) the path of preparation, (3) the path of seeing, (4) the 
path of meditation, and (5) the path of no more learning (see table 3). 

The path of accumulation is so named because on this level one amasses 
the two “collections”: the collection of merit and the collection of wisdom. 
The collection of merit consists of virtuous deeds and attitudes, which pro¬ 
duce corresponding good karmic results and positive mental states. The 
collection of wisdom refers to cultivation of wisdom for the sake of all 
other sentient beings. One enters this path with the generation of the 
“mind of awakening” (byangchub kyi sems, bodhicitta ) the altruistic inten¬ 
tion to become awakened for the benefit of others. According to Sakya 
Pandita, the term “accumulation” 

denotes the dual accumulation of merit and gnosis, and path means 
the process of attending to the factors conducive to liberation. The 
disciples [i.e., hearers] meditate on the faults of the compulsive 
aggregates that make up the body, such as sickness, sores, and so on, 
while practitioners of the great vehicle cultivate antidotes for the 
compulsory nature of the aggregates by realizing their lack of inher¬ 
ent identity. 21 

On the path of accumulation one also cultivates the four establishments 
in mindfulness: mindfulness of (1) body, (2) feelings, (3) mind, and (4) 
phenomena; 22 the four abandonments: (1) abandonment of nonvirtuous 
phenomena already generated, (2) nongeneration of nonvirtuous phe¬ 
nomena not yet generated, (3) increasing of virtuous phenomena already 
generated, and (4) generation of virtuous phenomena not yet generated; 23 
and the four bases of magical emanation: (1) aspiration, (2) effort, (3) men¬ 
tal attention, and (4) analytical meditative stabilization. 24 

The Path of Preparation 

The path of preparation is attained when a meditator reaches the level of 
a union of calm abiding and higher insight with emptiness as the object 
of observation. On this path, one gradually eliminates conceptuality in 
one’s understanding of suchness (the true nature of reality, which is 
equated with emptiness) in four stages: (1) heat, (2) peak, (3) patience, and 
(4) supreme mundane qualities. The heat stage is so called because it is a 
sign that the fire of nonconceptual understanding on the path of seeing 
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will soon be produced; it is “the precursor of unconditioned gnosis [of the 
path of seeing], just as the warmth produced by rubbing two sticks 
together is the precursor of fire .” 25 At this level the meditator attains a clear 
conceptual awareness of suchness in a meditative stabilization. 

The peak stage marks a point at which the virtuous roots that have been 
cultivated previously will no longer decrease or be lost. One also attains a 
meditative stabilization focusing on suchness in which conceptual under¬ 
standing increases. This is an intimation of unconditioned direct percep¬ 
tion of emptiness, which occurs on the path of seeing. 

At the level of patience the meditator develops familiarity with the con¬ 
cept of emptiness and overcomes fear with respect to it. This stage also 
marks a point at which one is no longer able to descend to the lower realms 
of rebirth (animals, hell beings, or hungry ghosts) through the force of 
afflicted actions and attitudes. (Bodhisattvas may choose to be reborn in 
these realms due to compassion, but they are no longer reborn in them 
powerlessly.) The meditator also attains a clear conceptual awareness of 
suchness and a meditative stabilization in which emptiness, the object of 
observation, is perceived as being distinct from the mind of the meditator. 

During the path of preparation, meditators attain the highest worldly 
attributes and prepare to attain a supramundane path (the path of seeing). 
At this level, the cognizing subject no longer appears while one is in med¬ 
itative stabilization. Prior to this, one had appearances of subject and object 
as distinct entities, but at the end of the path of preparation one is no longer 
able to ascertain subject or object. These factors do, however, still appear 
to the meditator, but she is no longer consciously perceiving them. 

The Path of Seeing 

The meditator continues contemplating emptiness, and with repeated 
training all appearances of subject and object disappear in emptiness. All 
thoughts of subject and object are overcome, and one perceives emptiness 
directly. This marks the beginning of the path of seeing, and at this point 
subject and object are undifferentiable, like water poured into water. 

On the path of seeing meditators remove the artificial conceptions of 
inherent existence, those which are acquired through training and study¬ 
ing mistaken philosophical systems. However, one does not yet remove the 
innate misconceptions of inherent existence, which are the results of con¬ 
ditioning since beginningless time and are more difficult to overcome. 
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The path of seeing is divided into two parts: uninterrupted paths and 
paths of liberation. The former abandon artificial afflictions and are called 
“uninterrupted” because having attained them one immediately moves on 
to a path of liberation from these afflictions. The path of liberation is the 
state or condition of having overcome the artificial afflictions. On the path 
of seeing one contemplates the four noble truths and the meditating sub¬ 
jects that comprehend them, and one understands both as being empty of 
inherent existence. While in meditative equipoise, one perceives only 
emptiness, but when one emerges from meditation one again perceives 
everyday appearances, although they no longer are perceived as solid and 
real. Rather, like a magician viewing an illusion that he has created, a per¬ 
son on the path of seeing perceives conditioned appearances but knows 
them to be false. 

Through repeated familiarization with emptiness, one is liberated from 
artificial innate conceptions with respect to the four noble truths and with 
respect to oneself, because one understands the emptiness of these con¬ 
cepts and of the consciousness that comprehends them. Sakya Pandita 
indicates that on the path of seeing one has 

unconditioned perceptions of the real nature of things for the first 
time. It is the initial occurrence of a mode of mental functioning 
unconditioned by mundane patterning and is thus the beginning of 
the “Superior” practice. It is not merely temporary suppression of 
such patterning, but elimination of their automatic readout in cog¬ 
nitive functioning. 26 

Bodhisattvas on the path of seeing have transcended the condition of 
“ordinary beings” and have reached the state of “superiors” (’phags pa, dry a) 
because they have attained a supramundane path due to perceiving empti¬ 
ness directly. Ordinary beings only view afflicted and false appearances and 
do not have direct perceptual awareness of emptiness. Mahayanists on the 
path of seeing also enter the first of the ten “bodhisattva levels,” called “the 
very joyous.” 27 


The Path of Meditation 

During the path of seeing one removes the artificial or latent conceptions 
of inherent existence, but the subtler, innate traces of these conceptions 
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remain and sometimes reassert themselves when one is not in meditative 
equipoise. During the path of meditation the subtlest traces are removed 
and will never reappear. This is because the mind is a clear and luminous 
entity, and when the adventitious conceptions of inherent existence are 
eliminated there is no longer any basis for their re-emergence within one’s 
mental continuum. 

The cognitive patternings or conditionings eliminated by the tran¬ 
scendent meditation path are the innate patternings that produce 
concepts of personal ego and separate identities of phenomena, 
which in turn prevent pacification [of the subtlest negative mental 
functions]. 28 

On the path of meditation, one continues to familiarize oneself with 
meditation on emptiness. Like the path of seeing, the path of meditation 
is divided into uninterrupted paths and paths of liberation. On an unin¬ 
terrupted path, meditators overcome innate conceptions of inherent exis¬ 
tence, and the subsequent path of liberation is a meditative equipoise in 
which one is free from these cognitions. Meditators on the path of medi¬ 
tation also attain advanced meditative states that are neither uninterrupted 
paths nor paths of liberation. Bodhisattvas cultivate the remaining nine 
bodhisattva levels on the path of meditation. 

The Path of No More Learning 

The final phase of this process is the path of no more learning, during 
which meditators eliminate the very subtlest vestiges of the conception of 
inherent existence, together with its seeds. The culmination of the path of 
no more learning for Hlnayanists is the attainment of arhathood or the 
state of a solitary realizer, and for bodhisattvas it is the attainment of bud- 
dhahood. Khenpo Kdnchog Gyaltsen explains that bodhisattvas 

attain buddhahood, and one’s meditation is free from obstacles, 
samsaric actions and obscurations. The mind, having become com¬ 
pletely stable, cannot be moved by conceptual thoughts. One expe¬ 
riences the one taste of all the Buddha’s wisdom which pervades the 
suchness of phenomena. In this state one ceases the complete cause 
of suffering, and for this reason no longer experiences its effects. 
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Table 3. The Five Paths 


The Five Paths 

Attainments 

Levels 

Correspond¬ 
ing Bhumis 

Path of 

Preparation 

1. Amassing 
collections of merit 
and wisdom 

2. Cultivation 
of four 

establishments 
in mindfulness 
and four 
abandonments 



Path of 

Union of calm 

1. Heat 


Accumulation 

abiding and higher 
insight 

2. Peak 

3. Patience 

4. Supreme 
mundane qualities 


Path of Seeing 

1. Deepening 

1. Uninterrupted 

First bodhisattva 


perception of 
emptiness 

2. Removal 
of artificial 
conceptions of 
inherent existence 

3. Dualistic 
appearances 

are overcome 

paths 

2. Paths of 
liberation 

bhumi 

Path of Meditation 

Removal of latent 
conceptions of 
inherent existence 

1. Uninterrupted 
paths 

2. Paths of 
liberation 

Bhumis 9-10 

Path of No More 

Removal of 

1. Bodhisattvas 

Culminates in 

Learning 

subtlest traces of 
conception of 
inherent existence 

eliminate afflictive 
obstructions and 

2. Obstructions to 
omniscience 

buddha-bhumi 
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Because there is no more to learn and practice, one enters into the 
state of beyond-samsara and beyond-nirvana called the Path of Com¬ 
plete Perfection. 29 

Hinayanists attain this level upon successful cultivation of the “vajra- 
like meditative stabilization,” supported by the fourth concentration. 
Bodhisattvas attain it on the tenth bodhisattva level, supported by the 
highest level of the fourth concentration. On the path of no more learn¬ 
ing, bodhisattvas eliminate all the remaining traces of the afflictive 
obstructions and the obstructions to omniscience and reach their goal of 
attainment of buddhahood for the benefit of all living beings. 


Notes 

1. H.H. the Dalai Lama, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight, p. 183. 

2. For a discussion of this meditation, see Abhidharmakosa, VI, tr. Louis de La Vallee 
Poussin (Paris: Institut Beige des Hautes Etudes Chinoises, 1971), pp. 148-153. 

3. The realm of existence that humans inhabit is called the Desire Realm because the 
predominant factor in this realm is desire. In the other two realms of existence, the 
Form Realm and the Formless Realm, desire does not afflict the inhabitants as much. 

4. See Lati Rinbochay and Denma Locho Rinbochay, Meditative States in Tibetan Btid- 
dhism (London: Wisdom, 1983), pp. 115-116. 

5. For further details, see The Path of Purity (Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga), tr. Pe Maung 
Tin (London: Pali Text Society, 1971), X.376ff., and Le Compendium de la Super-Doc¬ 
trine d’Asahga (Abhidharmasamuccaya), tr. Walpola Rahula (Paris: Ecole Fran^aise 
d’Extreme-Orient, 1971), p. 112. 

6. Digha-nikdya, ed. T.W. Rhys Davids, vol. I, p. 73-76. See also Majjhima-nikdya I, p. 
2iff. and Samyutta-nikdyaY, p. 3i8ff. 

7. See La Somme du Grand Vehicule dAsahga (Mahaydnasamgraha), tr. Etienne Lamotte 
(Louvain: Universite de Louvain, 1973), p. 62. 

8. Solitary realizers ( rang sangs rgyas, pratyekabuddha ) follow a Hinayana path to personal 
nirvana and attain it in their final lives without receiving instruction from a buddha. 
Unlike buddhas, they do not devote the rest of their lives to teaching others. They are 
described in more detail in chapter 4, “Mahayana.” 

9. Samdhinirmocana-sutraCPhags pa dgongs pa nges par ’grelpa’i mdo): The Tog Palace Edi¬ 
tion of the Tibetan Kanjur (Leh: Smanrtsis Shesrig Dpemzod, 1975-1978), vol. 63, p. 
98.2. 

10. Takpo Tashi Namgyal, Mahdmudra (Boston: Shambhala, 1986), p. 27. 

11. “Samathavipasyanayuganaddha: The Two Leading Principles of Buddhist Medita¬ 
tion,” in Minoru Kiyota, ed., Mahayana Buddhist Meditation (Honolulu: University 
Press of Hawaii, 1978), p. 48. 

12. Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom, 1983), p. 265. 



MEDITATION / 99 


13. Geshe Gendtin Lodro, Walking Through Walls, tr. Jeffrey Hopkins (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 
1992), p. 187. 

14. Walking Through Walls, p. 190. 

15. Meditation on Emptiness, p. 252. 

16. Asanga, Stages of Hearers (Srdvaka-bhumi\ Otani Sde dge, sems tsam vol. 6, p. 1178.4-5; 
Karunesha Shukla, ed., Srdvakabhumi [Patna: K.P. Jayaswal, 1973], p. 320.3-5). See 
also Sde dge p. 14713.6-1488.4, a description of the means of achieving pliancy, which 
is connected with gaining mental one-pointedness (rtse gcigpd). 

17. See Walking Through Walls, pp. 199-204. 

18. Ibid., p. 205. 

19. Ibid., pp. 205-206. 

20. Ibid., p. 212. 

21. Sakya Pandita, Illuminations, tr. Geshe Wangyal and Brian Cutillo (Novato, CA: Lot- 
sawa, 1988), p. 82. 

22. For further discussions of these, see: Venerable U Silananda, The Four Foundations of 
Mindfidness, (London: Wisdom, 1990); Smrtyopsthana-sutra (Middle Length Sayings 
[Majjhima-nikdya] #10, tr. I.B. Horner (London: Luzac & Co., 1967), pp. 7ofif. 
[=Digha-nikdya XXII]; Vasubandhu’s Treastiry of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakosa\ tr. 
Louis de La Vallee Poussin; English tr. Leo Pruden; Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 
1988), ch. 4 and ch. 6; and Asanga’s Compendium of Abhidharma ( Le Compendmm de 
la Super-Doctrine dAsahga [Abhidharmasamuccaya]), tr. Walpola Rahula), pp. 118,169. 

23. For further discussions of these, see: Path of Purity, ch. 21, p. 679; Vasubandhu’s Trea¬ 
sury of Abhidharma, ch. 5, p. 283; Asanga’s Compendium of Abhidharma, ch. 1.4; 
Edward Conze, The Large Sutra on Perfect Wisdom (London, Luzac & Co., 1961), pp. 
146-147; and Jeffrey Hopkins, Compassion in Tibetan Btiddhism (London: Rider, 
1980), p. 225. 

24. For discussions of these, see Treasury of Abhidharma, ch. 6, pp. 281-285 and Path of 
Purity, ch. 12, p. 385. 

25. Illuminations, p. 83. 

26. Ibid., p. 85. 

27. These are discussed in the next chapter. 

28. Illuminations, p. 94. 

29. Khenpo Konchog Gyaltsen, In Search of the Stainless Ambrosia (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 
1988), pp. 98-99. 




4. Mahayana 


Origins 



n the centuries following Sakyamuni’s death, numer¬ 
ous schools and sub-schools arose, some of which were 
identified by points of doctrine or monastic discipline, 
and others by their association with particular regions. In 
addition, even after the death of the founder of the tradi¬ 


tion, new texts continued to appear, many of which claimed to have been 
spoken by him. To make the situation even more confusing, older texts 
were being redacted, and new material was often added. In some cases, this 
textual development can be traced by examining the dated Chinese trans¬ 
lations of a given work, which often indicate that as new ideas and mod¬ 
els developed in India they were incorporated into existing texts . 1 
Successive versions of a given text sometimes exhibit significant growth, 
as new ideas were incorporated into existing canonical sources in order to 
give them added validity. Since Buddhism has no centralized authority and 
no ecclesiastical body that oversees the purity of the doctrine and canon, 
the treatises and teachings of Buddhism were open to revision. 

The problem of deciding which works and teachings were authentic was 
compounded by the fact that Sakyamuni left no clear instructions con¬ 
cerning how spurious texts were to be identified. When asked shortly 
before his death to provide guidelines for determining the true “word of 
the Buddha,” he is reported to have answered, “Whatever is well spoken 
is the word of the Buddha .” 2 In other words, if a particular teaching 
accords with Buddhist doctrines and norms, if it leads to diminishment of 


afflictions and toward nirvana, then it can be accepted as authoritative, no 
matter who originally spoke it. This left the door open for new texts and 
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doctrines, and created innumerable difficulties in interpretation and prac¬ 
tice; but on the positive side it allowed the Buddhist canon to remain fluid. 
Because of this, the body of authoritative writings was able to adapt and 
grow, incorporating religious insights from many quarters. 

Perhaps the most historically and doctrinally significant development in 
the centuries following Sakyamuni’s death was the movement that came to 
be known as Mahay ana (theg pa chen po, mahayana) > a term that literally 
means “Great Vehicle.” The origins of this movement are obscure, and con¬ 
temporary scholars have advanced a number of theories concerning when, 
where, and by whom it was developed . 3 It appears to have begun as an unor¬ 
ganized movement centered in local cults, each with its own texts and prac¬ 
tices . 4 Distinctively Mahayana works apparently began to appear during the 
first or second century c.e., several hundred years after the death of Sakya- 
muni. Some of these were referred to as “sutras,” implying that they had 
been spoken by the Buddha, even though he had been dead for centuries . 5 

This discrepancy was noted by early Mahayanists , 6 who explained that 
Sakyamuni gave these teachings to a select few followers during his life¬ 
time, but that most of his disciples (referred to as “hearers”) were unpre¬ 
pared for these advanced doctrines, and so the texts were hidden in the 
realm of nagas (beings with serpentlike bodies and human heads who live 
under the water) until people arose in the world who were able to under¬ 
stand and explain them . 7 Early in the second century c.e., several qualified 
teachers were born, and the texts were returned to the world of humans. 
The most important of these teachers was Nagarjuna, generally credited 
with being the main expositor of the “Middle Way School” {dbu ma, mad- 
hyamakd), which systematized the Mahayana teachings of emptiness and 
the path of the bodhisattva. 

Some scholars believe that the origins of the Mahayana movement lie 
in the aftermath of the “second council” (held in Vais'ali one hundred years 
after Sakyamuni’s final nirvana, according to traditional accounts), when 
a group calling itself the “Great Assembly” ( phal chen pa, mahasamghika) 
split off from a minority group that referred to itself as the “Elders” (gnas 
brtanpa, sthavira ). 8 Little is known with certainty about the Great Assem¬ 
bly, but available records indicate that its members viewed the Buddha in 
cosmic terms, as a being endowed with supernatural powers and faculties, 
in contrast with their more conservative rivals, who tended to emphasize 
the Buddhas humanity. 

If they were in fact the precursors of Mahayana, however, it seems clear 
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from their surviving writings (and from references to their doctrines in the 
writings of rival schools) that the members of the Great Assembly were 
distant relations, and there is no evidence that they espoused the doctrines 
and practices that came to be associated with the developed traditions of 
Mahayana that eventually found their way to Tibet. As Graeme Mac- 
Queen has noted, Mahayana constitutes a “religious revolution” that 
shares some doctrines and practices with its predecessors, but which dif¬ 
fered from other Buddhist schools in significant ways . 9 

The earliest dated version of a text that can be confidently associated 
with Mahayana is a Chinese translation of the Perfection ofWisdom in 8,000 
Linesbj Lokaksema, in the second century c.e. Although some of the doc¬ 
trines and practices that are commonly associated with Mahayana are 
absent in this text , 10 other characteristically Mahayana concepts are 
expounded, particularly the ideal of the bodhisattva and the doctrine of 
emptiness. It should be noted that both of these terms (as well as many 
other important Mahayana concepts) are also found in non-Mahayana 
sources, but their treatment in Mahayana treatises is distinctive. 

By the time Buddhism arrived in Tibet, Mahayana had become a well- 
defined religious movement that saw itself as separate from (and superior 
to) other forms of Buddhism. These it labeled as “Hinayana” ( thegpa dman 
pa, hinayana ), which literally means “Lesser (or Inferior) Vehicle.” The fol¬ 
lowing sections will examine some of the main ideas and images of the 
Mahayana Buddhism that entered Tibet. 


The Perfection ofWisdom Literature 

The earliest clearly Mahayana texts are the “Perfection ofWisdom” sutras, 
which were probably composed during the first and second centuries c.e. 
Although they hold many terms and doctrines in common with earlier 
schools of Buddhism, they represent a major paradigm shift in the tradi¬ 
tion. According to Graeme MacQueen, “as is often the case with revolu¬ 
tionaries, many of the terminological and conceptual resources available 
to them were in the tradition with which they were breaking,” but these 
terms were often used in strikingly new ways . 11 

In these texts, the ideal of personal liberation is denounced, and the 
figure of the bodhisattva is valorized. The Perfection ofWisdom sutras also 
discourse at length on the doctrine of emptiness ( stongpa nyid, sunyata), 
which holds that all phenomena are empty of inherent existence and are 
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merely collections of parts that arise due to causes and conditions. Thus 
they utterly lack any essence. These truths are only fully understood by 
those who develop the “perfection of wisdom” ( shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin 
pa, prajnd-pdramita), which allows sages to free themselves from the 
shackles of false conceptuality and perceive reality as it is. The true nature 
of reality is referred to in these texts as “suchness” ( de bzhin nyid, tathata), 
which is described as ineffable and utterly beyond the realm of language 
or conceptual thought. It is associated with emptiness, and is only known 
by yogic adepts who transcend language and conceptuality. Such people 
enter into direct understanding of reality as it is, freed from the false imag¬ 
inings of conceptually influenced consciousness. 

Like the sermons contained in the Pali canon, the Perfection of Wis¬ 
dom sutras generally begin with the standard opening line: “Thus have I 
heard at one time: the Bhagavan [Buddha] was dwelling in . . . ,” 12 Many 
of the places where the discourses are situated are also mentioned in the 
Pali texts, and Buddhas main disciples are often present (although in the 
Perfection of Wisdom texts they are commonly portrayed as being infe¬ 
rior in understanding to bodhisattvas). 

There are many other divergences , 13 and among the more notable ones 
are the changes in the way the Buddha is presented. In the Perfection of 
Wisdom literature he becomes a cosmic figure whose wisdom surpasses 
that of all humans and gods, and his power allows him to transcend the 
ordinary laws of time and space. No longer a mortal human teacher, he 
generates bodies that pervade all of space, is omniscient (an attribute that 
Buddha denies in the Pali canon) and, perhaps most strikingly, he declares 
that he never truly dies or enters a final nirvana. Rather, he only appeared 
to pass away for the benefit of his hearer disciples, who needed this graphic 
lesson in impermanence so that they would make greater effort in religious 
practice. Although they believed that Sakyamuni died and entered a final 
nirvana, he really continues to live in a “pure land,” where advanced prac¬ 
titioners still visit him and receive his teachings. 

In addition to these doctrinal changes, the Perfection ofWisdom sutras 
differ stylistically from the Pali sutras {sutta in Pali). For one thing, many 
of them are much longer than the Pali texts, and the dialogue is strikingly 
different in tone and content . 14 Another change occurs in the cast of char¬ 
acters: in many of these texts bodhisattvas appear as interlocutors and 
teachers, and they are portrayed as vastly superior in understanding to the 
Hinayanists. One exception to this is Subhuti, who is said in the Pali canon 
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to be the most advanced of Buddha’s immediate disciples in understand¬ 
ing of emptiness . 15 Presumably because of this designation, in texts like the 
Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines he questions the Buddha on the sub¬ 
ject of emptiness. 

Perhaps the most striking change in these texts is found in the content 
of the discourses. In the Pali texts Buddha presents his teachings as accu¬ 
rate descriptions of the true nature of reality, but in the Perfection of 
Wisdom literature the ultimate validity of these presentations is denied. 
Buddha tells his audience that his doctrines are mere words that only oper¬ 
ate on the level of conceptuality. This is even true of the goals of the path, 
and he informs them that there is no truly existent nirvana, and no truly 
existent person who attains it. Thus in the Diamond Sutra Buddha tells 
Subhuti, 

due to being established in the bodhisattva vehicle, one should give 
rise to the thought, ‘As many sentient beings there are that are 
included among the realms of sentient beings.. . whatever realms of 
sentient beings can be conceived, all these should be brought by me 
to nirvana, to a final nirvana that is a realm of nirvana without 
remainder; but, although countless sentient beings have reached final 
nirvana, no sentient being whatsoever has reached final nirvana.’ 
Why is this? Subhuti, if a discrimination of a sentient being arises in 
a bodhisattva, he should not be called a bodhisattva. Why is this? 
Subhuti, one who gives rise to the discrimination of such a self, the 
discrimination of a sentient being, the discrimination of a soul, or 
the discrimination of a person should not be called a bodhisattva . 16 

Even the term “bodhisattva” is merely a verbal designation lacking ulti¬ 
mate validity. Buddha’s teachings are likewise mere words that at best indi¬ 
cate the direction of awakening, but do not describe reality as it truly is; 
this can only be understood by those who transcend words and concepts. 


Mahayana Doctrines 
The Bodhisattva 

The figure of the bodhisattva is central to Mahayana. The Sanskrit term 
literally means “awakening ( bodhi ) being ( sattva ),” and it indicates that 
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a bodhisattva is someone who is progressing toward the state of awaken¬ 
ing of a buddha. The term was translated into Tibetan as byang chub sems 
dpa (pronounced “jangchup semba”), which means “awakening ( byang 
chub) hero {sems dpa),” indicating that the bodhisattva is viewed by 
Tibetans as a noble and courageous figure. This reflects the fact that 
bodhisattvas are often depicted in Mahayana literature as mythic heroes, 
possessing supernatural powers and ceaselessly working for the benefit of 
others. 

The bodhisattva is commonly contrasted with the Hlnayana ideal of the 
arhat{dgra bcom pa, arhai), who seeks to escape from cyclic existence but 
is primarily concerned with personal liberation (see table 4). The bodhi¬ 
sattva, by contrast, seeks to establish all sentient beings in awakening and 
even takes on their karmic burdens. Mahayana texts indicate that bodhi¬ 
sattvas are able to transfer the sufferings and afflictions of others to them¬ 
selves, and that they also give their own merit to others. 

The purview of the bodhisattvas compassion is universal, since bodhi¬ 
sattvas seek the liberation of all beings, without exception and without dis¬ 
tinctions. It is admitted in Mahayana literature that arhats also have 
compassion and that they teach others. Moreover, the accomplishments 
of arhats are impressive: they overcome the afflictive emotions, eliminate 
hatred, ignorance, and desire for the things of cyclic existence. They 
become dispassionate toward material possessions, care nothing for 
worldly fame and power, and because of this they transcend the mundane 
world. When they die, they pass beyond the world into a blissful state of 
nirvana in which there is no further rebirth, and no suffering. Despite 
these attainments, however, their path is denigrated by the Mahayana 
sutras, which draw a sharp distinction between the “great compassion” 
(.snyingrje chen po, mahdkarund) of bodhisattvas and the limited compas¬ 
sion of arhats. Tsong Khapa, for instance, contends that 

there are low trainees who seek a low object of intention which is a 
low attainment solely for their own sake—the state of merely extin¬ 
guishing the suffering of cyclic existence. There are supreme trainees 
who seek an elevated object of intention, the supreme attainment— 
the state of Buddhahood—for the sake of all sentient beings. Since 
there are these two types of trainees, low and high, the vehicles by 
which they go to their own state are called the Low Vehicle 
(Hlnayana) and the Great Vehicle (Mahayana). 17 
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Hinayana is divided by Mahayana exegetes into two paths: the path of 
“hearers” [nyan thos, sravaka ) and the path of “solitary realizers” ( rang sangs 
rgyas, pratyeka-buddha ). The term “hearers” originally referred to the 
immediate disciples of Sakyamuni, who heard his words and practiced 
meditation in accordance with the literal meaning of his teachings. 
According to Mahayanists, they believed that the teachings they heard 
were the only ones taught by Sakyamuni and that all other doctrines attrib¬ 
uted to him (including Mahayana teachings) are spurious. Mahayanists 
further contend that Sakyamuni propounded doctrines that surpassed his 
Hinayana teachings, but hearers were not permitted to listen to them 
because their cognitive capacities were inferior to those for whom he pre¬ 
sented his Mahayana lectures. Although they criticize Hinayana on these 
grounds, Mahayanists also contend that Hinayana paths are valid ways of 
making spiritual progress and that they were taught for certain people who 
are primarily interested in personal liberation and not in working for the 
salvation of others. 

Hearers seek liberation as arhats, a process that has three stages: (i) 
stream enterer, (2) once returner, and (3) never returner. A stream enterer 
is one who has definitely entered the path to liberation. A once returner is 
a person who will attain liberation after one more rebirth, and a never 
returner is a person who will become an arhat in the present lifetime. Soli¬ 
tary realizers are Hinayana practitioners who attain liberation by them¬ 
selves, without hearing the teachings of a buddha. According to Mahayana 
explanations, they previously listened to buddhas and followed their 
teachings, but in their final lives they have no teachers. 18 Seeking only per¬ 
sonal salvation, they attain nirvana as quickly as possible and pass beyond 
cyclic existence. They may teach others, and often show compassion for 
others, but their primary goal is a personal nirvana. Tsong Khapa states 
that they surpass hearers through training in merit and wisdom for at least 
one hundred eons, but they do not amass the two collections of merit and 
wisdom as bodhisattvas do, and they are not motivated by a wish to benefit 
all sentient beings. 19 Because of this, solitary realizers (like hearers and 
arhats) are characterized by Mahayanists as selfish. In the Perfection ofWis- 
dom in 8,000 Lines, Buddha indicates the differences between Hmayanists 
and bodhisattvas: 

Subhuti, bodhisattvas, great beings, should not train in the way that 

persons of the hearer vehicle and solitary realizer vehicle train. 
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Subhuti, in what way do persons of the hearer vehicle and the soli¬ 
tary realizer vehicle train? Subhuti, they think thus, ‘[I] should dis¬ 
cipline only myself; [I] should pacify only myself; [I] should pass 
beyond sorrow [i.e., attain nirvana] by myself.’ In order to discipline 
only themselves and pacify themselves and pass beyond sorrow, they 
begin to apply themselves to establishing all the virtuous roots. Also, 
Subhuti, bodhisattvas, great beings, should not train in this way. On 
the contrary, Subhuti, bodhisattvas, great beings, should train thus, 
‘In order to benefit all the world, I will dwell in suchness and, estab¬ 
lishing all sentient beings in suchness, I will lead the immeasurable 
realms of sentient beings to nirvana.’ Bodhisattvas, great beings, 
should begin applying themselves in that way to establishing all vir¬ 
tuous roots, 20 but should not be conceited because of this.... 


Some, not speaking of the bodhisattva vehicle, say, ‘ [I] should disci¬ 
pline only myself, abide in peace, and similarly just attain nirvana; 

[I] will remain alone and attain the fruit of a stream enterer. [I] should 
quickly attain the fruit of a once returner, the fruit of a never returner, 
and the fruit of an arhat. [I] should attain my own awakening.’ Those 
who say, ‘In this very life, having thoroughly freed the mind from 
contamination, without attachment, [I] will attain nirvana’ are ‘at the 
level of hearers and solitary realizers.’ With respect to this, bodhi¬ 
sattvas, great beings, should not give rise to such thoughts. Why is 
this? Subhuti, bodhisattvas, great beings, abide in the great vehicle 
and put on the great armor; they should not give rise to thoughts of 
even a little elaboration. 21 Why is this? These supreme beings thor¬ 
oughly lead the world and are a great benefit to the world. 22 

This passage reflects the strongly sectarian tone of many Mahayana dis¬ 
cussions of their Hinayana rivals, which contrast the universal compassion 
of bodhisattvas with the supposed selfishness of hearers and solitary real¬ 
izers. As Stephen Kent has noted, this tone is particularly evident in early 
Mahayana texts, probably because the emergent Mahayana faced strong 
opposition from the proponents of the path they characterized as “infe¬ 
rior” to their own. 23 This sectarian attitude is also found in Tibetan discus¬ 
sions of the differences between Hinayana and Mahayana, despite the fact 
that from the earliest period of Buddhism’s dissemination into Tibet 
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Mahayana has been the dominant tradition. Although there is little evi¬ 
dence of proselytizing by Hinayanists in Tibet, Buddhists in the Land of 
Snows adopted the tone of their Indian teachers in their discussions of 
Hinayana. 


Why Mahayana is Superior 

According to the Dalai Lama, Mahayana is superior to Hlnayana in three 
ways: (i) motivation, (2) goal, and (3) level of understanding. 24 Mahayana 
surpasses Hlnayana in terms of motivation in that bodhisattvas are 
inspired by great compassion, which encompasses all sentient beings, 
while Hinayanists only seek liberation for themselves. The bodhisattvas 
goal of buddhahood is superior to the arhat’s intention to attain a personal 
nirvana, since it takes much longer to reach and requires perfection of 
compassion and wisdom, along with innumerable good qualities, whereas 
the arhat only needs to eliminate the coarser levels of the afflictions and 
develop complete dispassion toward cyclic existence, along with a direct 
perception of emptiness. Although the Dalai Lama states that arhats do 
understand emptiness (since without this they would be unable to pass 
beyond cyclic existence), he contends that a buddha’s understanding of 
emptiness is infinitely more profound. 

In addition to these criticisms, Mahayanists also contend that their 
vehicle is superior to that of their opponents because it is able to encom¬ 
pass more people and bring them to awakening. They characterize 
Hlnayana as a narrow, limited path suitable only for monks, but Mahayana 
is portrayed as a comprehensive tradition with room for everyone. It has 
teachings and practices for lay people as well as monks, and Mahayana 
texts stress the importance of the ability to adapt the doctrine to the indi¬ 
vidual needs and proclivities of one’s audience. 

The “Hinayana" Response 

Tibetan exegetes contend that Hinayana doctrines are inferior to 
Mahayana teachings, but that the Buddha taught them for the benefit of 
beings of lower spiritual faculties, people who are mainly concerned with 
their own welfare and lack the courage to devote themselves to working 
for all sentient beings. This assessment was not, of course, shared by those 
characterized as “Hinayanists,” who generally viewed themselves as 
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Table 4. Differences between Arhats and Bodhisattvas 


Differences Between Arhats and Bodhisattvas 

ACCORDING TO MAHAYANA 


Arhats 

Bodhisattvas 

Motivation 

Liberation for themselves 

Compassion for all beings 

Coal 

Personal nirvana 

Liberation of all sentient 
beings 

Level of understanding 

1. Direct perception 
of emptiness 

1. Omniscience 


2. Supernatural abilities 
such as clairvoyance, 
knowledge of past lives 

2. Full comprehension 
of emptiness 

Qualities attained 

1. Eliminates coarse 
levels of afflictions 

1. Six (or ten) perfections 
(generosity, ethics, patience, 
effort, concentration, wisdom) 


2. Dispassion toward 
cyclic existence 

2. Great compassion 


3. Ability to levitate up 
to the level of 7 sala trees 

3. Skill in means 



4. Full comprehension of 
emptiness in all its aspects 
at all times 



5. Supernatural abilities such 
as transcendence of time and 
laws of physics 

Length of training period 

Minimum of one human 
lifetime (after previous 
lives as stream enterer 
and once returner) 

Minimum ofthree countless 
eons from manifestation 
of mind of awakening 


upholders of a pure form of Buddhism and as heirs to the authentic teach¬ 
ings of Sakyamuni. 

The only “Hinayana” school that survives today is Theravada, which is 
the dominant tradition in southeast Asia. Theravada is found in Thailand, 
Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam, while Mahayana 
schools have had their greatest appeal in other parts of Asia, including 
China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, the Himalayan region, Mongolia, and 
Tibet. Because of the geographical distance between Theravada strong¬ 
holds and Tibet, Tibetan Buddhists historically have had little contact with 
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Theravada and thus lack first-hand knowledge of its practices. It is also 
important to note that although Tibetan Buddhists categorize Theravada 
among the Hinayana schools, they also believe that it is a valid Buddhist 
path, and many Mahayana texts contain warnings that bodhisattvas 
should not denigrate Hinayana. 

Because “Hinayana” is clearly a pejorative term, some contemporary 
scholars have proposed alternatives. Some, for instance, substitute “Thera¬ 
vada” for “Hinayana,” but this is an unsatisfactory alternative, since the 
term “Hinayana” traditionally encompasses eighteen schools. 25 Theravada 
is the only one that exists today, but when Mahayana texts refer to Hina¬ 
yana they do not single out any one tradition. Other proposed alternatives 
are equally unsatisfactory. Throughout this book I employ the term 
“Hinayana,” since it is used by Tibetan exegetes, but it should be under¬ 
stood that it is a term that is not accepted by those to whom it is applied. 

Theravadins generally reject the Mahayana claim that Mahayana sutras 
are the authentic word of Sakyamuni, and contend that they are in fact 
later forgeries. Theravada scholars assert that Sakyamuni’s life is a paradig¬ 
matic example of the heroic struggle of an individual seeker of truth, who 
saw through the illusions that bind most people and who won awakening 
through his own efforts. He taught others and demonstrated compassion 
for suffering sentient beings, but Theravadins point to numerous passages 
in their canon in which he told his followers to pursue their own salva¬ 
tions. The most famous of these passages was spoken shortly before his 
death, when he told his followers, “... live with yourselves as islands, with 
yourselves as refuges, with no one else as refuge.” 26 Such admonitions, 
according to Theravada exegetes, indicate that Sakyamuni taught a path 
of individual liberation. 

Theravada tradition does, however, recognize the ideal of the bodhisattva 
as a legitimate one, but restricts it to a few exceptional individuals, such 
as Sakyamuni. The Pali equivalent bodhisatta is used to refer to Sakyamuni 
in his previous lives, during which he cultivated the good qualities of a 
buddha, such as morality, patience, wisdom, compassion, and so on. There 
are numerous stories of his previous births that describe how he demon¬ 
strated Buddhist virtues in difficult circumstances. These are popular 
among Buddhists everywhere because they provide models for emulation. 

Theravada texts, however, indicate that very few individuals possess the 
fortitude to complete the training of a buddha and state that most people 
should be content with attaining a personal nirvana as an arhat or solitary 
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realizer. The path to buddhahood is long and arduous, requiring a period 
of at least three “countless eons” to complete, according to both Hinayana 
and Mahayana sources. A countless eon is an unimaginably long period of 
time, measured in terms of cycles of creation and destruction of the uni¬ 
verse, and the path to buddhahood contains innumerable pitfalls. Given 
these factors, the arhat’s nirvana is a sensible alternative. 

The Mahayana Rejoinder: 

All Sentient Beings Have Equal Capacities 

Hinayana texts assert that most people lack the ability to attain buddha¬ 
hood, but Mahayanists contend that there is no fundamental difference 
between Sakyamuni and other sentient beings. All possess the same capac¬ 
ity for awakening, and Mahayana treatises state that all can and should 
aspire to buddhahood for the benefit of others. Anything less is character¬ 
ized as ignoble and inferior. In the Perfection of Wisdom in 25,000 Lines, for 
example, Buddha discusses this idea with his hearer disciple Sariputra. 

Buddha: Sariputra, do you think that any hearers or solitary realiz¬ 
es think, After we have become completely, unsurpassably awak¬ 
ened, we should lead all beings to nirvana without remainder, to final 
nirvana?’ 

Sariputra: No indeed, Bhagavan .... 

Buddha: But this is the way that bodhisattvas, great beings, think. A 
glow-worm, or some other luminous animal, does not think that its 
light could illuminate the continent of Jambudvipa or shine over it. 27 
In the same way, hearers and solitary realizes do not think that they 
should, after attaining complete, unsurpassed awakening, lead all 
beings to nirvana. But the sun, when it has risen, radiates its light 
over the whole of Jambudvipa. In the same way, bodhisattvas, great 
beings, after having completed the practices that lead to the com¬ 
plete, unsurpassed awakening of buddhahood, lead countless beings 
to nirvana. 28 

As this passage indicates, bodhisattvas are portrayed as heroic figures in 
Mahayana discourses. They are said to possess a deep sense of compassion 
for all suffering beings and limitless energy to work for their benefit. They 
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eagerly sacrifice themselves to do whatever is necessary to benefit others, 
and they make no distinctions between friends and enemies. All sentient 
beings are equally dear to them, and all are equally deserving of their com¬ 
passion. The ideal attitude of bodhisattvas is summed up eloquently in a 
famous passage by Santideva: 

May those who falsely accuse me, who do me harm, 
and who ridicule me all share in awakening. 

May I be a protector for those without protection, 
a guide for travelers, 

And a boat, a bridge, and passageway for those who long 
to reach the other shore. 

May I be a light for those in need of light. May I be a bed 
for those in need of rest. 

May I be a servant for those who need a servant, 
for all living beings. 

For all living beings may I be a wish-fulfilling gem, a pot 
of plenty, an efficacious spell (mantra), 

A universal remedy, a wish-fulfilling tree, and a wish-granting 

COW . 29 

Just as earth and other elements are useful in many ways for 
innumerable beings dwelling throughout space, 

So may I in various ways be a source of life for beings dwelling 
throughout space until they have attained liberation. 30 


The Bodhisattva Path 

The career of a bodhisattva begins with the first dawning of the “mind of 
awakening” (byang chub kyi sems, bodhicittd), which represents a funda¬ 
mental alteration in one’s attitudes. Ordinary beings—even those who are 
kind and compassionate—are primarily motivated by self-interest and 
work mainly for their own benefit. All of their activities and thoughts are 
tinged by self-serving motivations and attitudes. Even when they perform 
acts of kindness, they generally do so expecting praise or personal satisfac¬ 
tion, and not because of pure altruism. 

Bodhisattvas, however, are motivated by universal compassion, and they 
seek the ultimate goal of buddhahood in order to be of service to others. 
They embark on this path with the generation of the mind of awakening, 
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which Geshe Rabten states is “the wish for Supreme Awakening for the 
sake of others. The sign of true Bodhicitta is the constant readiness to 
undergo any sacrifice for the happiness of all beings.” 31 Unlike ordinary 
beings, who think of their own advantage, bodhisattvas consider how best 
to benefit others. 

They become endowed with that kind of wise insight that enables 
them to see all beings as on the way to their slaughter. Great compas¬ 
sion thereby takes hold of them. With the divine eye they perceive 
countless beings, and what they see brings great agitation. So many 
carry the burden of a karma that will soon be punished in the hells, 
others have earned bad rebirths that keep them away from the Bud¬ 
dha and his teachings, others are doomed soon to be killed, or they 
are enmeshed in the net of wrong views, or fail to find the path, while 
others who had gained a rebirth conducive to liberation have lost it 
again. And they radiate great friendliness and compassion over all 
those beings and pay attention to them, thinking: ‘I will become a 
savior to all those beings, I will release them from all their sufferings.’ 32 

Bodhisattvas are deeply moved by the torments of sentient beings, and 
they consider how they can best help them. At the beginning of the bodhi- 
sattva path, they realize that at present their powers are limited and that 
they are unable even to prevent their own sufferings. In order to improve 
their ability to aid sentient beings in distress, bodhisattvas resolve to 
become buddhas, since buddhas have the greatest possible capacity to help 
others. Buddhas possess unlimited wisdom and compassion, and they have 
perfected the ability to adapt their instructions to suit the needs of indi¬ 
viduals. At this point, according to Kensur Lekden, 

having come to believe that there is a great purpose in attaining Bud- 
dhahood, they generate the wish to attain the state of a Buddha— 
one who has abandoned all faults and has attained all realizations. 
They have examined their condition and seen that now, never mind 
helping others, they cannot free even themselves from misery .... 
Through careful study of emptiness, they see that the mind is not 
naturally defiled with desire, hatred, and ignorance, that these are 
peripheral factors, whereas the nature of the mind is intrinsically 
pure. They thereby ascertain with valid cognition the capacity to 
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attain Buddhahood. Such persons have taken upon themselves the 
burden of the welfare of all sentient beings and have seen that they 
must and can attain Buddhahood. 33 

The Six Perfections 

After generating the mind of awakening, a bodhisattva begins a training 
program intended to culminate in the attainment of buddhahood. Along 
the way, he or she will develop innumerable good qualities, the most 
important of which are the six “perfections” ( pha roltu phyin pa,pdramita): 
(1) generosity, (2) ethics, (3) patience, (4) effort, (5) concentration, and (6) 
wisdom. These constitute the core of the awakened personality of a bud- 
dha. This list is often supplemented with an additional list of four perfec¬ 
tions: (7) skill in means, (8) aspiration, (9) power, and (10) exalted wisdom. 
These ten are correlated in some Mahayana texts with the ten bodhisattva 
levels (which are discussed below). 34 

1. The Perfection of Generosity. The perfection of generosity involves over¬ 
coming selfishness and attachment to material things and a corresponding 
attitude of willingness to give everything one has to others. Those who 
have perfected this quality are willing even to donate parts of their bodies 
to those in need. On a more mundane level, bodhisattvas develop a dis¬ 
position toward freely giving away all of their possessions, without feeling 
any sense of loss and without expecting any recompense or praise. 

Mahayana texts stress that this faculty is not a perfection of the ability 
to give, but rather a perfection of an attitude that compassionately wishes 
to give whatever one has to those in need. This qualification is an impor¬ 
tant one, since Mahayana literature asserts that innumerable buddhas have 
perfected this quality, and if it were a perfection of the ability to give, the 
continued existence of poverty in the world would be inexplicable. This 
issue is raised in the Sutra Explaining the Thought, in which Avalokitesvara 
asks the Buddha, “Bhagavan, if bodhisattvas’ resources are inexhaustible 
and they have compassion, why are there poor people in the world?” Bud¬ 
dha answers, 

Avalokitesvara, that is the fault of the individual actions of sentient 
beings. If it were not so, if perchance individual sentient beings were 
not affected by the obstacles created by their own faults, then they 
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would constantly engage in actions and would have inexhaustible 
resources, in which case how could any suffering be seen in the world? 
Avalokitesvara, it is like this: For example, that a hungry ghost— 
whose body is pained by thirst—sees the water of the ocean as dry is 
a fault that is the result of the personal actions of that hungry ghost; 
it is not the fault of the ocean. Similarly, the oceanlike generosity of 
bodhisattvas is faultless, but the absence of [good] results is the fault 
of the faulty individual actions committed by sentient beings who 
are like hungry ghosts. 35 

This passage presents a fundamental problem: the continuing existence 
of evil and suffering despite the omnipresent goodness of buddhas and 
bodhisattvas. According to Mahayana doctrine, buddhas and bodhisattvas 
have great compassion that extends to all sentient beings, coupled with 
vast powers. Given these factors, one might wonder how there could be 
any suffering or poverty. Buddhas answer indicates that all dissatisfaction 
is the result of the negative actions of the beings who are afflicted by it. 
They have created the causes of their own problems, despite the best efforts 
of buddhas and bodhisattvas to help them. 

The example of hungry ghosts illustrates how negative karma prevents 
beings from finding happiness. Hungry ghosts are beings that are born with 
large stomachs and tiny necks. They are constantly pained by hunger and 
thirst, but whenever they receive food or water it appears to them as putrid 
substances such as pus and blood. The sutra passage indicates that they also 
are sometimes unable see water that is right in front of them. They are born 
into this state because they were greedy and self-centered in past lives, but 
their problems are of their own making. The nourishment they receive is 
neither foul nor pure, but when interpreted through the lens of their 
afflicted thoughts it causes revulsion and distress. In the same way, all sen¬ 
tient beings create the causes of their own unhappiness, despite the ongo¬ 
ing efforts of buddhas and bodhisattvas, who are always trying to get them 
to see the error of their ways. Afflicted thoughts tend to perpetuate them¬ 
selves, however, and so most beings continue to pursue courses of action 
that will result in suffering. Thus Santideva concludes, 

If the perfection of generosity frees the world from poverty, 

Then how could it be that the protectors of the past attained it, 

If there is still poverty in the world today? 



MAHAYANA / II J 


The perfection of generosity is said to result from the mental attitude 

Of giving up everything one owns to all people, together with the 
fruits of such actions. 

Thus the perfection [of generosity] is just a mental attitude. 36 

Bodhisattvas sometimes give away material objects, and they also help 
others by sharing Buddhist teachings. The latter is by far the more valu¬ 
able gift, since beings caught up in cyclic existence only benefit temporar¬ 
ily when given money or possessions. Such things inevitably are lost, the 
relief that they bring is only temporary, and acquiring them may have the 
negative side-effect of deepening attachment. Teaching sentient beings 
about the Buddhist path is more worthwhile, because through following 
it they will eventually transcend all suffering. 

2. The Perfection of Ethics. The perfection of ethics is a basic prerequisite 
for the Mahayana path. In cultivating this quality, bodhisattvas first disci¬ 
pline themselves to avoid physical expressions of afflicted thoughts, the 
negative actions that result in future suffering. Next they must work at 
eliminating even the predispositions toward such actions. This process has 
a number of important results, including better rebirths and mental equa¬ 
nimity. A person who avoids negative actions and engages in ethical behav¬ 
ior will enjoy concordant benefits in the future, but the development of 
mental calm is equally essential. The minds of ordinary beings are agitated 
by afflicted thoughts, which lead to negative actions, which in turn result 
in suffering and a tendency to engage in similar actions in the future. Thus 
Santideva warns, 

One who wishes to safeguard the practice must scrupulously 
guard the mind. 

The practice cannot be safeguarded unless one guards the wavering 
mind. 

Rutting elephants roaming wild do not cause as much devastation 
in this world 

As that roaming elephant, the mind unleashed, causes in Avici and 
the other hells. 

But if this roaming elephant, the mind, is bound in all places by 
the rope of mindfulness, 

Then every danger fades, and complete success results. 37 
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Bodhisattvas strive to attain a state of mental balance and equanimity. 
This is impossible as long as the mind is troubled by passions and the desire 
to engage in harmful activities. Training in ethics serves to calm the mind, 
to diminish the force of afflictive emotions, and thus provides an impor¬ 
tant precondition to advanced meditative training, which requires mental 
stability. 

3. The Perfection of Patience. The perfection of patience involves develop¬ 
ing an attitude of unshakable equanimity. According to Santideva, this is 
important because anger can destroy the good qualities one has cultivated 
and eliminate hard-won equanimity. 

Anger destroys all the good conduct—such as generosity and 
worship of the sugatas [buddhas]— 

That one has gained in thousands of eons. 

There is no evil equal to hatred, and no spiritual practice equal 
to patience. 

Therefore, you should diligently cultivate patience by various 
means with great effort.... 

Therefore I will destroy the food of that enemy, because it has 
no other purpose than to harm me. 

Even if I encounter extreme adversity, I must not disrupt my 
happiness. 

When one is in a state of dejection, nothing seems agreeable, 
and one forsakes virtue. 38 

The bodhisattva learns to view all things as dependent arisings and real¬ 
izes that every occurrence is the result of causes and conditions. Beings 
who bring harm to others are part of this causal network, and are neither 
evil nor good in themselves. They are reacting to external and internal 
stimuli and are guided by their own past actions and present attitudes. 
Thus the bodhisattva realizes that it makes no more sense to hate a person 
who harms one than it would to hold a branch personally responsible for 
falling on one’s head. 

4. The Perfection of Effort. The perfection of effort is necessary in order to 
maintain continued enthusiasm for the path. Since the training may 
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require an unimaginably long period of time to complete, it is necessary 
to cultivate an attitude of sustained fervor. 

One who has thus become patient should cultivate effort, 

Because awakening depends on effort. 

There is no merit without effort, just as there is no movement with¬ 
out wind. 

What is effort? It is enthusiasm for virtue. 

What is its antithesis called? It is laziness, clinging to what is repre¬ 
hensible, apathy, and self-contempt. 

Laziness comes from indolence, indulging in pleasures, sleep, and 
wishing to lean on others, 

And from apathy regarding the miseries of cyclic existence. 

Having mounted the chariot of the mind of awakening, which takes 
away all weariness and toil, 

What sensible person would despair in progressing in this way from 
happiness to happiness? 

The powers of aspiration, steadfastness, delight, and letting go all 
lead to fulfillment of the needs of living beings. 

Due to fear of suffering, and while contemplating its blessings, 

One should generate that aspiration [for awakening]. 

Uprooting its opposite in that way, one should strive to increase one’s 
effort 

Through the powers of aspiration, self-confidence, delight, renunci¬ 
ation, and determination. 39 

One’s determination is strengthened by compassion for others. One 
wishes to be able to help them alleviate their sufferings, and since buddhas 
are best able to accomplish this, one works tirelessly toward this goal. 

5. The Perfection of Concentration. After developing an attitude of altru¬ 
ism and nonattachment toward material things, cultivating a calm mind 
that is spontaneously ethical and patient, and generating an unflagging 
determination to work toward awakening for the benefit of others, the 
bodhisattva is prepared for the perfection of concentration. This involves 
cultivating the ability to focus one-pointedly on an object of observation, 
without being disturbed by mental wavering. 
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One first leaves worldly concerns and activities behind and seeks soli¬ 
tude. Santideva states that bodhisattvas should think, 

Having developed effort in that way, one should stabilize 
the mind in meditative concentration, 

Because a person whose mind is distracted stands between 
the fangs of mental afflictions. 

Distraction does not arise if body and mind are kept secluded. 

Therefore, one should renounce the world and ignore distracting 
thoughts .... 

Therefore, I will always pursue the solitary life, which is 
delightful and free from strife, 

Which leads to favorable outcomes and calming of all 
distractions. 

Free from all other concerns and with a one-pointed mind, 

I will apply myself 

To taming and increasing the meditative concentration 
of my mind. 40 

6 . The Perfection ofWisdom. The perfection of wisdom is said by Santideva 
to be the culmination of all the others: “The Sage [Buddha] taught this 
entire system of training for the sake of wisdom; therefore, wishing to put 
an end to suffering, one should develop wisdom.” 41 The perfection of wis¬ 
dom refers to the ability to see things as they really are, freed from false 
conceptuality. A person who perfects wisdom understands that all phe¬ 
nomena are empty of inherent existence, created by causes and conditions 
external to themselves, and that they are collections of parts lacking any 
essence. 

This realization is essential because sentient beings transmigrate pow- 
erlessly due to misperceiving the nature of phenomena. They view things 
as naturally possessing the qualities imputed to them by conceptual 
thought, as truly desirable or detestable. The result of such thinking is 
desire, hatred, and other afflictive emotions, which are only overcome by 
one who recognizes that all phenomena utterly lack inherent existence and 
are mere collections of constantly changing parts, which are moved along 
by causes and conditions. This realization is so powerful, according to 
Kensur Lekden, that a mere suspicion that things do not exist as they 
appear can overturn past predispositions toward afflicted actions. 
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Even if understanding of emptiness does not form and one only gen¬ 
erates the suspicion that persons and other phenomena might be 
empty of inherent existence, the predispositions that cause rebirth in 
cyclic existence are torn to shreds. 42 

The recognition of all phenomena as empty does not, however, dimin¬ 
ish the bodhisattva’s compassion. Sentient beings are recognized as imper¬ 
manent collections of changing parts, and the bodhisattva understands 
that their present sufferings are the results of past misdeeds. Perceiving 
them as psychophysical continuums whose future will be influenced by 
present actions and attitudes, the bodhisattva works to help them to 
change in ways that are conducive to future happiness. 

The Ten Bodhisattva Levels 

The bodhisattva’s path to awakening progresses through ten hierarchically 
arranged stages, referred to as the “bodhisattva levels” ( hyang chub sems 
dpa’i sa, bodhisattva-bhumi). The Tibetan term sa (Sanskrit: bhumi) liter¬ 
ally means “ground” or “foundation,” since each stage represents a level of 
attainment and serves as a basis for the next one. Each level marks a definite 
advancement in one’s training that is accompanied by progressively greater 
power and wisdom. 

i. The First Level, the “Very Joyous. ” The first level, called the “Very Joy¬ 
ous,” is attained with the first direct perception of emptiness and is simul¬ 
taneous with entry into the third of the five paths to awakening, the path 
of seeing. 43 It is called “very joyous” because the bodhisattva is elated due 
to having attained the level of a “superior” ( ’phags pa, dry a) and is eager 
to progress to the higher stages. 44 At this stage the bodhisattva works at 
the perfection of generosity and develops the ability to give away every¬ 
thing without regret and with no thought of praise or reward. All phe¬ 
nomena are viewed as empty and as subject to decay, suffering, and death, 
and so bodhisattvas lose all attachment to them. According to Tsong 
Khapa, first level bodhisattvas directly understand that persons do not 
exist by way of their own nature. Due to this, they overcome the false idea 
that the five aggregates constitute a truly existent person. They also elim¬ 
inate predispositions toward corrupted ethics so completely that they will 
not arise again. 45 
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Despite having directly perceived emptiness, however, bodhisattvas on 
the first level are primarily motivated by faith, rather than understanding. 
They train in ethics in order to cleanse their minds of negativities, and so 
they prepare themselves for the cultivation of mundane meditative absorp¬ 
tions that comes on the second level. 

2. The Second Level, the “Stainless. ” Bodhisattvas on the second level, the 
“Stainless,” perfect ethics and overcome all tendencies toward engagement 
in negative actions. Their control becomes so complete that even in dreams 
they have no immoral thoughts. According to Tsong Khapa, for such a 
bodhisattva, 

on all occasions of waking and dreaming his movements or activities 
of body, speech, and mind are pure of even subtle infractions... he 
fulfills the three paths of virtuous actions—abandoning killing, steal¬ 
ing, and sexual misconduct—with his body; the middle four—aban¬ 
doning lying, divisive talk, harsh speech, and senseless chatter—with 
his speech; and the last three—abandoning covetousness, harmful 
intent, and wrong views—with his mind. Not only does he refrain 
from what is prohibited but also he fulfills all the positive achieve¬ 
ments related to proper ethics. 46 

Because of this, the bodhisattvas mind becomes purified and equani- 
mous, which is a prerequisite for training in the meditative states called 
the four concentrations and the four formless absorptions (discussed in 
the previous chapter). 

3. The Third Level, the “Luminous. ” Tsong Khapa states that the third level 
is called the “Luminous” because when it is attained “the fire of wisdom 
burning all the fuel of objects of knowledge arises along with a light which 
by nature is able to extinguish all elaborations of duality during medita¬ 
tive equipoise.” 47 Bodhisattvas on this level cultivate the perfection of 
patience. Their equanimity becomes so profound that 

even if someone . . . cuts from the body of this bodhisattva not just 
flesh but also bone, not in large sections but bit by bit, not continu¬ 
ally but pausing in between, and not finishing in a short time but 



MAHAYANA / I 23 


cutting over a long period, the bodhisattva would not get angry at 

the mutilator. 48 

The bodhisattva realizes that his tormenter is motivated by afflicted 
thoughts and is sowing seeds of his own future suffering. As a result, the 
bodhisattva feels not anger, but a deep sadness and compassion for this 
cruel person, who is unaware of the operations of karma. Trainees on the 
third level overcome all tendencies toward anger, and never react with 
hatred (or even annoyance) to any harmful acts or words. Rather, their 
equanimity remains constant, and all sentient beings are viewed with love 
and compassion. 

All anger and resentment rebound on the person who generates them, 
and they do nothing to eliminate harms that one has already experienced. 
They are counterproductive in that they destroy one’s peace of mind and 
lead to unfavorable future situations. There is nothing to be gained 
through anger and resentment, revenge does nothing to change the past, 
and so the bodhisattva avoids them. Moreover, one’s present suffering is 
only a result of one’s own past misdeeds; so one’s enemy is only an agent 
of the inevitable fruition of karma. 

Bodhisattvas on this level also train in the four concentrations (the first, 
second, third, and fourth concentrations); the four formless absorptions 
(limitless space, limitless consciousness, nothingness, and the peak of 
cyclic existence); the four immeasurables (love, compassion, joy, and equa¬ 
nimity); and the five clairvoyances (magical creations, the divine ear, 
knowing others’ minds, remembering former lives, and the divine eye). 

4. The Fourth Level, the “Radiant.” On the fourth level, the “Radiant,” 
bodhisattvas cultivate the perfection of effort and eliminate afflictions. 
According to Wonch’uk, this level is so named because fourth level bodhi¬ 
sattvas “constantly emit the radiance of exalted wisdom.” He also cites the 
Ornament for the Mahdyana Sutras, which explains that bodhisattvas on 
this level burn up the afflictive obstructions and the obstructions to omnis¬ 
cience with the radiance of their wisdom. 49 They enter into progressively 
deeper meditative absorptions and attain a powerful mental pliancy as a 
result. This eliminates laziness and increases their ability to practice med¬ 
itation for extended periods of time. They destroy deeply rooted afflictions 
and cultivate the thirty-seven “harmonies with awakening,” which are 
divided into seven groups: 
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I. The Four Mindful Establishments 

1. mindful establishment on the body 

2. mindful establishment on feelings 

3. mindful establishment on mind 

4. mindful establishment on phenomena 50 

II. Four Thorough Abandonings 

5. generating virtuous qualities not yet generated 

6 . increasing virtuous qualities already generated 

7. not generating nonvirtuous qualities not yet generated 

8. abandoning nonvirtuous qualities already generated 51 

III. Four Bases of Magical Emanations 

9. aspiration 

10. effort 

11. mental attention 

12. analytical meditative stabilization 52 

IV. Five Faculties 

13. faith 

14. effort 

15. mindfulness 

16. meditative stabilization 

17. wisdom 53 

V. Five Powers 

18. faith 

19. effort 

20. mindfulness 

21. meditative stabilization 

22. wisdom 54 

VI. Seven Branches of Awakening 

23. correct mindfulness 

24. correct discrimination of phenomena 

25. correct effort 

26. correct joy 

27. correct pliancy 

28. correct meditative stabilization 

29. correct equanimity 55 
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VI. Eightfold Noble Path 

30. correct view 

31. correct intention 

32. correct speech 

33. correct action 

34. correct livelihood 

35. correct effort 

36. correct mindfulness 

37. correct meditative stabilization 56 

Through training in these thirty-seven practices, bodhisattvas develop 
great skill in meditative absorptions and cultivate wisdom, while weaken¬ 
ing the artificial and innate conceptions of true existence. 

5. The Fifth Level, the “Difficult to Cultivate. ” The fifth level is called the 
“Difficult to Cultivate” because it involves practices that are arduous and 
require a great deal of effort to perfect. It is also called the “Difficult to 
Overcome” because when one has completed the training of this level one 
has profound wisdom and insight that are difficult to surpass or under¬ 
mine. According to Nagarjuna, 

The fifth is called the Extremely Difficult to Overcome 
Since all evil ones find it extremely hard to conquer him; 

Ele becomes skilled in knowing the subtle 
Meanings of the noble truths and so forth. 57 

Bodhisattvas on this level cultivate the perfection of concentration. 
They develop strong powers of meditative stabilization and overcome ten¬ 
dencies toward distraction. They achieve mental one-pointedness and they 
perfect calm abiding. They also fully penetrate the meanings of the four 
noble truths and the two truths (conventional truths and ultimate truths) 
and perceive all phenomena as empty, transient, and prone to suffering. 

6 . The Sixth Level, the “Manifest. ” The sixth level is called the “Manifest” 
because the bodhisattva clearly perceives the workings of dependent aris¬ 
ing and directly understands “signlessness” ( mtshan ma medpa, animittd). 
Signlessness refers to the fact that phenomena seem to possess their appar¬ 
ent qualities by way of their own nature, but when one examines this 
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appearance one realizes that all qualities are merely mentally imputed, and 
not a part of the nature of the objects they appear to characterize. 

As a result of these understandings, bodhisattvas manifest meditative 
wisdom and avoid attachment to either cyclic existence or nirvana. 58 Hav¬ 
ing overcome all attachments, bodhisattvas on this level can attain nirvana, 
but because of the force of the mind of awakening they decide to remain 
in the world in order to benefit others. They cultivate the perfection of 
wisdom, through which they perceive all phenomena as lacking inherent 
existence, as being like dreams, illusions, reflections, or magically created 
objects. All notions of “I” and “other” are transcended, along with con¬ 
ceptions of “existence” and “nonexistence.” These sixth-level bodhisattvas 
abide in contemplation of suchness, with minds that are undisturbed by 
false ideas. 

7. The Seventh Level, the “Gone Afar. ” Bodhisattvas on the seventh level 
develop the ability to contemplate signlessness uninterruptedly and enter 
into advanced meditative absorptions for extended periods of time, thus 
passing beyond both the mundane and supramundane paths of hearers 
and solitary realizers. For this reason, this level is called the “Gone Afar.” 59 
According to Nagarjuna, 

The seventh is the Gone Afar because 
The number [of his qualities] has increased, 

Moment by moment he can enter 
The equipoise of cessation. 60 

On this level bodhisattvas perfect their “skill in means” ( thabs la mkhas 
pa, upaya-kausalya), which is their ability to cleverly adapt their teaching 
tactics to the individual proclivities and needs of their audiences. They also 
develop the ability to know the thoughts of others, and in every moment 
are able to practice all the perfections. All thoughts and actions are free 
from afflictions, and they constantly act spontaneously and effectively for 
the benefit of others. 

8. The Eighth Level, the “Immovable.” The eighth level is called the 
“Immovable” because bodhisattvas overcome all afflictions regarding signs 
and their minds are always completely absorbed in the dharma. Accord¬ 
ing to Nagarjuna, 
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The eighth is the Immovable, the youthful stage, 

Through nonconceptuality he is immovable 
And the spheres of his body, speech, and mind’s 
Activities are inconceivable. 61 

Because they are fully acquainted with signlessness, their minds are not 
moved by ideas of signs. Eighth level bodhisattvas are said to be “irre¬ 
versible,” because there is no longer any possibility that they might waver 
on the path or backslide. They are destined for full buddhahood, and there 
are no longer any inclinations to seek a personal nirvana. They cultivate 
the “perfection of aspiration,” which means that they undertake to fulfill 
various vows, due to which they accumulate the causes of further virtues. 62 
Although they resolve to work for the benefit of others and they pervade 
the universe with feelings of friendliness toward all sentient beings, these 
bodhisattvas have transcended any tendency to imagine that there are truly 
existent beings. 

Their understanding of suchness is so complete that it overturns afflic¬ 
ted views, and reality appears in a completely new light. They enter into 
meditation on emptiness with little effort. Bodhisattvas on this level are 
compared to people who have awakened from dreams, and all their per¬ 
ceptions are influenced by this new awareness. They attain the meditative 
state called “forbearance regarding nonarisen phenomena,” due to which 
they no longer think in terms of cause or causelessness. They also develop 
the ability to manifest in various forms in order to instruct others. Com¬ 
passion and skill in means are automatic and spontaneous. There is no 
need to plan or contemplate how best to benefit others, since these bodhi¬ 
sattvas skillfully adapt themselves to every situation. 

p. The Ninth Level, the “Good Intelligence. ” From this point on, bodhi¬ 
sattvas move quickly toward awakening. Before this stage, progress was 
comparatively slow, like that of a boat being towed through a harbor. On 
the eighth through tenth levels, however, bodhisattvas make huge strides 
toward buddhahood, like a ship that reaches the ocean and unfurls its 
sails. On the ninth level, they fully understand the three vehicles—of 
hearers, solitary realizers, and bodhisattvas—and perfect the ability to 
teach the doctrine. According to the Sutra Explaining the Thought, 
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Because of attaining faultlessness and very extensive intelligence in 
terms of mastery of teaching the doctrine in all aspects, the ninth 
level is called the ‘Good Intelligence.’ 63 

Ninth level bodhisattvas also acquire the “four analytical knowl¬ 
edges”—of doctrines, meanings, grammar, and exposition. Due to this, 
they develop wondrous eloquence and skill in presenting doctrinal teach¬ 
ings. Their intelligence surpasses that of all humans and gods, and they 
comprehend all names, words, meanings, and languages. They can under¬ 
stand any question from any being. They also have the ability to answer 
them all with a single sound, which is understood by each being accord¬ 
ing to its capacities. On this level they also cultivate the perfection of 
power, which means that because of the strength of their mastery of the 
four analytical knowledges and their meditation they are able to develop 
the six perfections energetically and to practice them continually without 
becoming fatigued. 64 

io. The Tenth Level, the “Cloud of Doctrine. ” On the tenth level, bodhi¬ 
sattvas overcome the subtlest traces of the afflictions. Like a cloud that 
pours rain on the earth, these bodhisattvas spread the doctrine in all direc¬ 
tions, and each sentient being absorbs what it needs in order to grow spir¬ 
itually. Thus Nagarjuna states that 

The tenth is the Cloud of Doctrine because 
The rain of excellent doctrine falls, 

The Bodhisattva is consecrated 
With light by the Buddhas. 65 

At this stage bodhisattvas enter into progressively deeper meditative 
absorptions and develop limitless powers with respect to magical formu¬ 
las. They cultivate the perfection of exalted wisdom, which, according to 
Asanga, enables them to increase their exalted wisdom. This in turn 
strengthens the other perfections. As a result they become established in 
the joy of the doctrine. 66 

They acquire perfect bodies, and their minds are cleansed of the sub¬ 
tlest traces of the afflictions. They manifest in limitless forms for the 
benefit of others and transcend the ordinary laws of time and space. They 
are able to place entire world systems in a single pore, without diminish- 
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ing them or increasing the size of the pore. When they do this, the beings 
inhabiting the worlds feel no discomfort, and only those who are advanced 
bodhisattvas even notice. 

Bodhisattvas on this level receive a form of empowerment from innu¬ 
merable buddhas. This is called “great rays of light,” because the radiance 
of these bodhisattvas shines in all directions. This empowerment helps 
them in removing the remaining obstructions to omniscience and gives 
them added confidence and strength. At the final moment of this stage 
they enter into a meditative state called the “vajralike meditative stabiliza¬ 
tion,” in which the subtlest remaining obstacles to buddhahood are over¬ 
come. They arise from this concentration as buddhas. 

11. The “Buddha Level. ” The culmination of the path occurs on the final 
level, called the “Buddha Level.” According to the Sutra Explaining the 
Thought, 

Because of becoming manifestly, completely awakened with respect 
to all aspects of objects of knowledge and abandoning, without 
attachment or obstruction, the very subtle [afflictive obstructions 
and] obstructions to omniscience, the eleventh level is called the 
‘Buddha Level.’ 67 

Nagarjuna asserts that it is impossible to describe the transcendent state 
of a buddha with words; ordinary beings cannot even begin to imagine it. 

The stage of Buddhahood is different, 

Being in all ways inconceivable . . . 

The limitlessness of a Buddha’s 
[Qualities] is said to be like 
That of space, earth, water, fire 
And wind in all directions. 

If the causes are [reduced] to a mere 
[Measure] and not seen to be limitless, 

One will not believe the limitlessness 
[Of the qualities] of the Buddhas. 68 

At this point, all afflictions have been overcome, and the natural lumi¬ 
nosity of the mind shines forth. There is no longer even a desire to work 
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for the benefit of others, but due to cultivating compassion in limitless 
ways for an unimaginable period of time, the buddha continues sponta¬ 
neously to manifest compassion. The buddha’s mind has attained a level 
of total omniscience, unhindered by any obstructions or limitations. This 
omniscience fully comprehends all realms, things, aspects, and times. 

In addition, the buddha manifests three bodies: (i) the truth body ( chos 
kyi sku, dharma-kayd}\ (2) the complete enjoyment body {longs spyodpa’i 
sku, sambhoga-kayd)-, and (3) emanation bodies {sprulsku, nirmdna-kdya). 
The first is divided into two aspects: the wisdom truth body (ye shes chos 
sku, jndna-dharma-kayd) and the nature truth body ( ngo bo nyid chos sku, 
svabhavika-dharma-kayd). The first refers to a buddha’s omniscient con¬ 
sciousness, and the second is the emptiness of that consciousness. The 
complete enjoyment body is a pure form (said in Tibetan Buddhism to be 
produced from subtle energies called “winds” in conjunction with con¬ 
sciousness), which resides in a pure land. Emanation bodies are physical 
manifestations that buddhas create in order to benefit sentient beings. 


Notes 

1. The origins of Mahayana still remain obscure, and a great deal of work remains to be 
done in this area. A good example of such research is Lewis Lancaster’s “The Oldest 
Mahayana Sutra: Its Significance for the Study of Buddhist Development,” which 
points out some changes in the dated Chinese versions of the Sutra on the Perfection 
of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines {The Eastern Buddhist, 8.1, 1975, pp. 30-41). 

2. This statement is found in the Uttaravipatti-sutta {Ahguttara-nikdya IV.163). This pas¬ 
sage and its implications for Buddhist exegesis are discussed by George Bond in The 
Word of the Buddha, p. 3off. He notes that this idea is not confined to this single 
instance but is also found in one of As'oka’s edicts (see Bond’s note 37, which refers to 
P.H.L. Eggermont and J. Hoftizer, eds., The Moral Edicts of King Asoka [Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1962], p. 38). As Etienne Lamotte points out, however (History of Indian Bud¬ 
dhism; Louvain & Paris: Peeters Press, 1988, p. 53), As'oka’s statement should read, 
“everything that was spoken by the Blessed One is well spoken,” which is praise for 
Sakyamuni rather than an inclusive statement about doctrinal sources. 

See also the Adhyasayasamcodana-sutra, in which Buddha states, “Maitreya, what¬ 
ever is well spoken is the word of the Buddha” (yat kim cin maitreya subhdsitam tad 
buddhavacanam ); Siksa-samuccaya (tr. Cecil Bendall; Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1971), P- 17; and Lamotte, History of Indian Btiddhism, p. 53 n. 117 and p. 164. 

3. Overviews of some discussions of this topic can be found in Nakamura, Indian Bud¬ 
dhism: A Survey with Bibliographical Notes, pp. 149-66, and Paul Williams, Mahayana 
Bttddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations (London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 16-33. 
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4. There are a number of plausible explanations for the origins of Mahayana. One pop¬ 
ular view holds that it was a movement of lay Buddhists who resented the exalted sta¬ 
tus and spiritual perquisites of the monks and who developed a more inclusive form 
of Buddhism that could include the aspirations of laypeople. This is the thesis argued 
by Etienne Lamotte (see for instance, his article, “Mahayana Buddhism,” in Heinz 
Bechert and Richard Gombrich, ed., The World of Buddhism; London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1984, pp. 90-93) and Akira Hirakawa (“The Rise of Mahayana Buddhism 
and Its Relationship to the Worship of Stupas,” Memoirs of the Research Department 
of the Toyo Bunko , 1963). This view is widely held among Japanese scholars, who tend 
to emphasize the role of the laity in Mahayana. Other scholars see the origins of 
Mahayana in devotional cults centered on the veneration of stupas. Another view is 
advanced by Gregory Schopen (“The Phrase ‘sa prthivipradesas caityabhiito bhavet’m 
the Vajracchedikd : Notes on the Cult of the Book in Mahayana,” Indo-Iranian Jour¬ 
nal^, 1975, pp. 147-81; and “Two Problems in the History of Indian Buddhism: The 
Layman/Monk Distinction and the Doctrines of the Transference of Merit,” Studien 
zur Indologie undIranistik 10,1985, pp. 9-47), who contends that the earliest traceable 
Mahayana groups were centered on veneration and propagation of particular texts. I 
find Schopen’s arguments to be very persuasive, but there is still a great deal of uncer¬ 
tainty about the early phases of Mahayana. 

5. As Graeme MacQueen notes, however, these sutras are so different in form and con¬ 
tent from those found in the Pali canon that they cannot possibly be attempts to forge 
new sutras. Rather, their authors are clearly aware that their writings represent a deci¬ 
sive break with established tradition and that they are at the forefront of a new and 
revolutionary movement. See his “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Buddhism II,” 
Religion 12, 1982, p. 51. 

6. It was also noted by their opponents. A good discussion of criticisms of Mahayana 
texts can be found in Graeme MacQueen, “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Bud¬ 
dhism I,” Religion n, 1981, pp. 303-305. 

7. This explanation is found in the Tibetan historian Taranatha’s History of Buddhism in 
India, tr. Lama Chimpa and Alaka Chattopadhyaya (Simla: Indian Institute of 
Advanced Study, 1970), p. 98. 

8. See, for instance, A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism, p. 13. 

9. Graeme MacQueen, “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Buddhism I,” 
p. 303. 

10. In “The Oldest Mahayana Sutra,” Lancaster notes the absence of the doctrine of the 
three bodies of the Buddha in the earliest version of the text, as well as the absence of 
several other terms that are important in later Mahayana. 

11. Graeme MacQueen, “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Buddhism II,” p. 61. 

12. For a discussion of the significance of this formula, see Jonathan Silk, “A Note on the 
Opening Formula of Buddhist Sutras,” Jottrnal ofthe International Association of Bud¬ 
dhist Studies, 12.1, 1989, pp. 158-63; “Thus Spoke the Blessed One . . .” by Yuichi 
Kajiyama, in Lewis Lancaster, ed., Prajndpdramitd and Related Systems (Berkeley, 
1977), PP- 93~99; and “Thus Have I Heard . . .” by John Brough, Btdletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, vol. XIII, 1950, part 2. 

13. An overview of this literature may be found in Edward Conze, The Prajndpdramitd 
Literature (The Hague: Mouton, i960). See also Nakamura, Lndian Buddhism, pp. 
159-66, and Nakamura, “Historical studies of the coming into existence of Mahayana 
Sutras,” Proceedings of the Okurayama Oriental Research Lnstitute II, 1956, pp. 2ff. 
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14. The Perfection of Wisdom texts are often grouped according to length, and the longer 
ones may be elaborations of earlier versions. There also seems to have been a corre¬ 
sponding move toward brevity, and some later texts appear to be condensations of ear¬ 
lier versions. 

15. See the note provided by Etienne Lamotte in The Teaching ofVimalakirti (London: 
Pali Text Society, 1976), pp. 54-55, which gives a brief biography of Subhuti that is 
drawn from a number of sources and indicates several places where he is said to be the 
greatest of Buddha’s disciples in realization of emptiness. 

16. Vajracchedikdprajnapdramitasiitra, ed. Edward Conze (Rome: IsMEO, 1974), pp. 
29-32. 

17. Tsong Khapa, Tantra in Tibet, tr. Jeffrey Hopkins (London: George Allen & Unwin, 
1977 ). P- 92 . 

18. For discussions of this concept, see K.R. Norman, “The Pratyeka-Buddha in Bud¬ 
dhism and Jainism,” in Philip Denwood and Alexander Piatigorsky, ed., Buddhist 
Studies Ancient and Modem (London: Curzon Press, 1983, pp. 92-106) and Ria Klop- 
penborg, The Paccekabuddha (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974). 

19. In Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism (London: Rider, 1980), p. 104. 

20. Virtuous roots are the results of cultivating good qualities. When a person engages in 
meritorious conduct and cultivates corresponding attitudes, this creates positive ten¬ 
dencies that predispose that person to continue doing so in the future. 

21. “Elaboration” ( spros pa, prapahcd) refers to proliferation of conceptual thought. 

22. Astasdhasrikdprajndpdramitdsutra (Phagspa shes rab kyipha rol tuphyinpa brgyadstong 
pa’i mdtr, Dharamsala, India: Tibetan Cultural Printing Press, 1985), pp. 11.471.4-475.3. 

23. Steven A. Kent, “A Sectarian Interpretation of the Rise of Mahayana,” Religion 12, 
1982, pp. 311-32. 

24. H.H. the Dalai Lama, in Tantra in Tibet , pp. 91-104. 

25. For an overview of these schools and their doctrines, see Lamotte, History of Indian 
Bsiddhism, pp. 517-548. As Lamotte shows, although the traditional number is eight¬ 
een, there were in fact many more schools and subdivisions. 

26. Digha-nikdya, ed. T.W. Rhys Davids, p. 100. 

27. Jambudvipa is the name for one of the four main continents in traditional Buddhist 
cosmology. It is the one that contains the subcontinent of India. Its name literally means 
“Island of Jambu”; it is said to be named after th ejambu tree, which grows there. 

28. Pancavimsatisdhasrikdprajhdpdramitdsutra, ed. Nalinaksha Dutt (London: Luzac & 
Co., 1934), p. 3.40-41. 

29. These images are all drawn from Indian mythology. A wish-granting gem is a jewel 
that gives its owner whatever he or she desires. A pot of plenty never runs dry. Spells 
(mantra ) are often used as magical incantations in order to bring about desired results. 
A universal remedy is able to cure all illnesses, and wish-fulfilling trees and cows of 
plenty bring riches to those who own them. 

30. Santideva, Entering the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhicaryavatard) , ed. Swami Dwarika Das 
Shastri (Varanasi: Bauddha Bharati, 1988), chapter III.16-20, pp. 56-57. 

31. Geshe Rabten, The Preliminary Practices of Tibetan Buddhism (Dharamsala: Library of 
Tibetan Works and Archives, 1982), p. 45. 

32. Astasdhasrikdprajndpdramitdsiitra, p. 22.880.4. 

33. In Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism, pp. 47-48. 

34. The last four perfections will be discussed in connection with the seventh through 
tenth bodhisattva levels. 
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35. Sutra Explaining the Thought , Stog Palace edition, p. 134.5. 

36. Entry into the Bodhisattva Deeds, chapter V. 9-10, pp. 74-75. 

37. Entry into the Bodhisattva Deeds, V.1-3, p. 73. 

38. Ibid., VI.1-2, 8-9, pp. 120-121. 

39. Ibid., VII.1-3, 30-32, pp. 174-175, 186-187. 

40. Ibid., VIII.1—2, 38-39, pp. 206, 220-221. 

41. Ibid., IX.i, p. 262. 

42. In Compassion in Tibetan Btiddhism, p. 51. His statement is based on a common Maha- 
yana aphorism, which may be found in Aryadeva’s Catuhs'ataka, v. 180. 

43. The five paths were discussed in the previous chapter. 

44. This explanation is given by the Korean scholar Wonch’uk in his Commentary on the 
Sutra Explaining the Thought (Arya-gambhira-samdhinirmocana-sutra-tikd; Phags pa 
dgongs pa zab mo nges par ’grel pa’i mdo’i rgya cher ’grel pa\ Delhi: Delhi Karmapae 
Choedhey, Gyalwae Sungrab Partun Khang, 1985, mdo ‘grel, vol. thi [119], p. 523.3). 
See also Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland(Ratnavalr, tr. Jeffrey Hopkins: The Precious Gar¬ 
land and the Song of the Four Mindfulnesses; London: George Allen & Unwin, 1973), 
verse 441. 

45. See Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism, pp. 140-142. 

46. Ibid., pp. 193-194. 

47. Ibid., p. 204. 

48. Ibid., p. 206. 

49. Wonch’uk, vol. thi [119], p. 527.5. 

50. See chapter 3, “Meditation” note 22 for further readings on these. 

51. See chapter 3, note 23. 

52. See chapter 3, note 24. 

53. The five faculties are attained on the levels of heat and peak of the path of prepara¬ 
tion (see chapter 3). They are described in Samyutta-nikdya V, p. 193; Abhidhar- 
masamuccaya I.4 and Abhidharmakosa ch. 2 (pp. 111, 116, 119, 156) and ch. 4, pp. 219 
and 223. Faith is confidence in the awakening of the Buddha. Effort involves working 
at religious practice, abandoning negative principles, and adopting good ones. Mind¬ 
fulness involves remembering the teachings well and being aware of one’s actions and 
thoughts. Concentration refers to the ability to overcome distractions and focus one’s 
attention on a meditative object. Wisdom comes from understanding dependent aris¬ 
ing and the four noble truths. 

54. The powers are attained on the levels of patience and supreme mundane qualities of 
the path of preparation. They have the same names as the five faculties, and are said 
to be more advanced levels of the same qualities. When a faculty becomes unassail¬ 
able, it is called a “power.” See Abhidharma-kosa, ch. 6, p. 283 and pp. 286-87, which 
describes the difference between the powers and the forces. They are described in 
Samyutta-nikdyaV, p. 249, Anguttara-nikdya I, pp. 39, 42ff., and III, p. 9ff. 

55. For descriptions of these, see: Digha-nikdya II, p. 79, III, p. 25iff. and p. 282; Samyutta- 
nikdyaN, p. 63f£; Madhydnta-vibhaga (ed. Susumu Yamaguchi; Nagoya, 1934), p. 93.5; 
MahaydnasutralamkaraYN III.58; Abhidharma-samuccaya I.IV; and Abhidharma-kosa, 
ch. 2, p. 158; ch. 4, p. 68; and ch. 6, p. 281. These are attained on the path of seeing. 

56. See chapter 2, “Some Important Buddhist Doctrines.” 

57. The Precious Garland, p. 85. 

58. This explanation is given by Wonch’uk (vol. thi [119], p. 531.1), whose source is the 
Sutra on the Ten Levels. 
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59. This explanation is given by Wonch’uk (vol. thi [119], p. 532.6), on the basis of a com¬ 
mentary on the Sutra on the Ten Levels, but he does not provide the exact title. 

60. The Precious Garland, p. 86. 

61. Ibid., p. 86. 

62. This explanation is found in the Compendium ofMahaydna (Etienne Lamotte, tr., La 
Somme du Grand Vehicule d’Asahga', Louvain-la-neuve: Universite de Louvain, 1973), 
p. 208. 

63. Sutra Explaining the Thought, p. 116.3. 
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66. La Somme du Grand Vehicule d’Asahga, pp. 208-209. 
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Part Two 


Tibetan History and Culture 




5. Tibetan Religious History 


Tibet: Geography and Environment 

T ibet is referred to by its inhabitants as “Pd” {bod). The 
origin of this name is uncertain, but may have originally 
meant “native land” or “original place.” 1 According to the 
Blue Annals , it is a shortened form of the earlier name 
“Bugyel” {spu rgyal), but the White Annals contends that 
it is derived from the pre-Buddhist religion of Bdn {boti)- The name 
“Tibet,” by which it is known to the outside world, is probably derived 
from the Mongolian word Thubet . 1 It is often called “Kangchen” {Gangs 
can ) by its inhabitants, meaning “Land of Snows.” 

A distinction should be made between the Tibetan cultural area and 
political Tibet. The latter includes the territories that were more or less 
directly controlled by the Tibetan government in Lhasa prior to the Chi¬ 
nese invasion of 1949-50. The Tibetan cultural area encompasses regions 
that are strongly influenced by Tibetan culture and religion—countries on 
the south side of the Himalayan divide such as Bhutan and Sikkim, as well 
as Mongolia, parts of Chinese Turkestan, central Asian countries border¬ 
ing on political Tibet, and areas of present-day Russia. 

Political Tibet encompassed three districts, traditionally referred to as 
the “Three Provinces,” or Chdlkasum {chol kha gsuni)-. (1) the central pro¬ 
vinces of U and Tsang, which extend from Ngari Gorsum in the west to 
Sokla Gyao; (2) Do Dd, which comprises the region from Sokla Gyao to 
the upper bend of the Machu river and includes the area of Kham; and (3) 
Do Me, encompassing a region stretching from the Machu river to a mon¬ 
ument called the White Chdden, which marked the traditional border 
with China. This includes the area of Amdo. 3 
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The domain of political Tibet was mostly a huge plateau bordered on 
three sides by mountain ranges. The Kunlun and Tang-la ranges form the 
northern border; the western border is the Karakoram and Ladakh ranges; 
and the southern border is the Himalayan range, which extends for 1,500 
miles. Only in the east is there a break in the mountains, but this area 
mostly consists of vast empty ranges, which also serve as a barrier. The area 
encompassed by Tibet’s border mountains is about 500,000 square miles, 
about 75 percent of which are vast stretches of open plains interspersed 
with large mountain ranges. Much of this area lies at altitudes of 16,000 
feet and above, making it inhospitable to humans and able to support only 
sparse vegetation. It is largely uninhabited, except for the hardy Tibetan 
nomads {’brogpcc, pronounced “drokpa”), whose main sustenance comes 
from their herds of yak, sheep, and goats. Most of the population lives in 
the southern valleys, which are found at altitudes ranging from 9,000 feet 
to 15,000 feet. The lower reaches are capable of producing a wide range of 
agricultural products, including barley, wheat, black peas, beans, mustard, 
hemp, potatoes, cabbage, cauliflower, onions, garlic, celery, and tomatoes. 
The staple of the Tibetan diet is a flour called tsampa (rtsam pa), which is 
made from high-altitude barley that is roasted on heated sand and then 
ground. It is often mixed with Tibetan buttered tea and made into a paste. 

Because of its size and its huge differences in elevation, Tibet has a wide 
range of climatic conditions. The northern regions, with vast open plains 
and an average altitude of 16,000 feet, have the harshest climate, with con¬ 
sistently low temperatures all year long and biting winds. In summer, tem¬ 
peratures range from 65 to 85°F, and in winter they sometimes drop to 
-30°F. Yearly rainfall averages between six and eight inches. The rocky soil 
is generally incapable of supporting agriculture, and the nomads who feed 
their herds on the sparse vegetation have to move regularly in order to 
avoid overgrazing. 

Throughout all of Tibet, the air is thin and the sun is strong. The high 
altitude is often debilitating for people from lower elevations, many of 
whom suffer altitude sickness and shortness of breath. The central valleys 
enjoy a much more temperate climate than the northern plateaus, and 
areas below 12,000 feet are able to sustain settled agriculture. In the region 
of Lhasa, the capital city (which lies at the same latitude as Houston, 
Texas), the temperature generally ranges from 85°F in the summer to -3°F 
degrees Fahrenheit in the winter. The yearly rainfall is between fifteen and 
eighteen inches. 
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The Tibetan plateau is sparsely populated, and it has few large towns. 
Lhasa, the largest city, is the center of Tibet, both politically and cultur¬ 
ally Before the Chinese takeover it had a population of between 25,000- 
30,000. If one includes the populations of the large monasteries in the 
immediate area, the figure would be between 45,000-50,000. It is difficult 
to give an accurate estimate of the present population because the Chi¬ 
nese government is currently involved in a massive population transfer 
into Tibet, the obvious aim of which is to overwhelm the indigenous 
population. Reliable reports indicate that ethnic Tibetans are currently 
outnumbered by several million Chinese. These new settlers are mainly 
concentrated in the cities, where they greatly outnumber ethnic Tibetans. 
The Chinese government, however, denies that such a transfer is taking 
place and currently places the Chinese population of Tibet at 60,000, a 
figure that underestimates the actual number by at least several million. 
The recently completed Qinghai-Tibet Railway—the highest in the 
world—will undoubtedly bring even more Chinese to the region. 

The second largest city is Shigatse, with a pre-invasion population of 
about 12,000. Gyantse, the third-largest city, had about 8,000. Both of 
these today have considerably more people because of the population 
transfer, but accurate figures are impossible to obtain. Prior to the inva¬ 
sion, the total population of Tibet probably ranged from five to six mil¬ 
lion, but since a true census was never taken, these figures are only 
estimates. 


The Early History of Tibet 

Scholars seeking to write about Tibetan history face many difficulties. As 
Giuseppe Tucci has noted, in Tibetan historical sources “true historical 
facts are reduced to a minimum”; he concludes that “we must discover 
them, almost guess them, here and there, hidden in a wilderness of pious 
tales.” 4 Because Buddhism came to influence all aspects ofTibetan life— 
and because the history of their country is closely connected with Bud¬ 
dhism in the minds of Tibetans—traditional sources tend to overlay 
historical events with Buddhist significance and attribute important 
aspects of their narratives to the interventions of Buddhist deities. This 
process is so pervasive in historical works that even the pre-Buddhist his¬ 
tory of Tibet has been cast as a story of the preparation of the country for 
the dissemination of Buddhism. 
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Because of these difficulties, there seems to be little hope of following 
Tucci’s advice. Tibetan historical records were composed by people who 
saw their country’s history as a record of the gradual triumph of Buddhist 
dharma over the indigenous forces opposing it. Their accounts presuppose 
a mythic structure in which forces of darkness and ignorance are defeated 
by proponents of dharma, and so a modern scholar who attempts to find 
“historical truth” in these accounts is destined to meet with a great deal of 
frustration, as Tucci indicates. 

Fortunately for our present purposes, there are different sorts of 
“truths,” and despite their deficiencies as history, Tibetan historical records 
reveal a great deal about how Tibetans have traditionally viewed them¬ 
selves, their religion, and their country. The goal of the present section is 
to summarize the important events of the story of Buddhism’s dissemina¬ 
tion in Tibet and what the story reveals about Tibetan attitudes and beliefs. 
Parts of the story undoubtedly reflect historical events, but our main con¬ 
cern will be with what Tibetans believe about their history and how these 
beliefs reflect and influence their world view. 

Tibetan Origins 

As recounted in traditional Tibetan sources, the story begins in the distant 
past, when the land of Tibet had recently risen above the water. This aspect 
of the story corresponds to current scientific information on the area’s geo¬ 
graphical history. In the distant past, much of what is now the Tibetan 
plateau was in fact under water, but approximately forty million years ago 
the Indian land mass collided with Asia. It began to slide underneath the 
Asian land mass, eventually lifting up land that had been seabed. One 
result was the formation of the Himalayas, the world’s highest mountains, 
and a huge high-altitude plateau that came to be known as Tibet. 5 

When the land was newly formed, according to traditional accounts, its 
only inhabitants were a monkey, who was an incarnation of AvalokitesVara 
(.Phyan rasgzigs, pronounced “Chenrezi”), and an ogress. The monkey was 
peaceful and contemplative, living alone in a cave and practicing medita¬ 
tion. The ogress, however, was a creature of wild emotion and lust. She is 
described as strong-willed, stubborn, and driven by sexual desire. Think¬ 
ing that she was alone, she wailed piteously for a mate, and when the mon¬ 
key heard her cries he was filled with compassion. He traveled to her, and 
their union produced six offspring, who were born without tails and 
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walked upright. Tibetans today see themselves as descendants of these two 
progenitors, and believe that they have divided natures that result from 
the personalities of the monkey and the ogress. Their gentleness and com¬ 
passion are traced back to the monkey, but their willfulness, avarice, and 
other negative personality traits derive from the ogress. 6 

After planting the seeds of the Tibetan race, AvalokitesVara continued 
to take an interest in the spiritual development of the country. Because the 
early Tibetans were too primitive to be able to understand or adopt Bud¬ 
dhism, however, he decided to work behind the scenes to help them reach 
a level of maturity that would allow them eventually to embrace the 
dharma. 


The Beginnings of Tibetan Society 

A popular origin myth of early Tibet contends that its first king came from 
India. According to one account, he was born with unusual physical attrib¬ 
utes, including long blue eyebrows and webbed fingers. Cast out by his 
people, he wandered north, eventually coming to Tibet. 7 In another ver¬ 
sion, he was a refugee from the fighting in India between the Kurus and 
Pandavas, which is recounted in the epic tale Mahdbharata. According to 
the Red Annals, he was a king of the Kurus who feared reprisals after their 
defeat. 8 Disguising himself as a woman, he crossed the Himalayas and 
encountered some people living in caves on the high plateau on the other 
side. The first people he saw asked him whence he came. Not understand¬ 
ing their question, he pointed to the sky. Those who saw this decided that 
he had descended from the heavens and proposed to make him king, since 
at the time they had no ruler. They placed him on their shoulders and car¬ 
ried him to their village, and so he came to be called NyatriTsenpo, mean¬ 
ing “Neck-Enthroned King.” According to legend, he built Tibet’s first 
house and began introducing Indian civilization. He is considered to be 
the first of the kings of the earliest ruling dynasty of Tibet, which had its 
capital near the Tsangpo river in the Yarlung Valley, about fifty-five miles 
southeast of Lhasa. 7 

Traditional histories trace the beginnings of the Yarlung dynasty to Nya- 
tri Tsenpo. They report that when he died he ascended to heaven by means 
of a “sky-rope.” For the next six generations his successors followed his 
example, but the rope was cut during the lifetime of the eighth king, Dri- 
gum Tsenpo. He was buried in a tomb in Kongpo in the Yarlung Valley in 
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central Tibet, and this structure is the first concrete evidence of early 
Tibetan history. From this point on, the kings were buried in vaults, many 
of which are still found an area named Chong Gye in the Yarlung Valley. 10 

The early kings are described as adherents of Bon, which at that time 
was not an organized religion, but rather a vaguely defined collection of 
shamanistic and animistic practices. The kings were believed to have 
descended from heaven, and their divine origin may have played a role in 
their eventual rise to supremacy among the many small kingdoms ofTibet. 
It is still unclear, however, how this lineage of petty local rulers eventually 
rose to preeminence. This question has been explored by a number of 
scholars, but available records provide no conclusive evidence. 11 

Dynastic histories indicate that many of the early kings died young and 
met violent deaths. Some records report that when a king’s son reached 
the time of investiture at the age of thirteen (or, according to some sources, 
“when he was able to ride a horse”), the king underwent a ceremony of rit¬ 
ual death, after which the son was linked with the father as designated 
heir. 12 Dynastic records also indicate that when a king died and was buried 
in a specially constructed tomb, his closest associates were burned alive and 
buried with him, along with his belongings. As David Snellgrove notes, 
this practice may have originated as a pragmatic way of ensuring the loy¬ 
alty of ministers and retainers, who had a personal stake in the king’s sur¬ 
vival. 13 


Beginnings of Empire 

By the early sixth century, the Yarlung dynasty had brought most of the 
warring tribes of Tibet under its control and began to build the country 
into a military power. 14 As the emergent empire ofTibet expanded out¬ 
ward, it discovered that it was surrounded on all sides by Buddhist civi¬ 
lizations. Buddhism had been established in the Gangetic valley by the 
emperor As'oka in the third century b.c.e., and in intervening centuries a 
number of major monastic universities had been built in northern India. 
Buddhism had also spread to Kashmir, Gilgit, and Baltistan, and had 
moved into Central Asia and beyond, following ancient trade routes. Bud¬ 
dhist missionaries traveled across the Pamir mountains, bringing the 
dharma to China through the caravan routes that skirted the Taklamakan 
Desert to the north and south. The southern route passed through the 
kingdoms of Shanshan and Khotan, both of which were Buddhist coun- 
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tries, and the northern route went through the cities of Karashahr, Kucha, 
and Kashgar, all of which were under Chinese control. To the south of 
Tibet was the kingdom of Nepal, which at that time encompassed little 
more than the Kathmandu Valley. It was strongly influenced by Indian 
culture and had a number of Buddhist monasteries and temples. 15 

In light of its later conversion to Buddhism, it is interesting that Tibet 
first came into contact with the religion as an invading force that ransacked 
Buddhist institutions in Central Asia and put many monks to death dur¬ 
ing its military incursions. Surviving records from Tibet’s Central Asian 
neighbors speak of the Tibetan soldiers as the dreaded “Red Faces,” who 
painted their faces with red ochre and savagely attacked Buddhist institu¬ 
tions, destroying all in their path. Despite this initial persecution of Bud¬ 
dhism, in the course of several centuries the Tibetans were converted and 
eventually became ardent supporters of the dharma. 

In the early part of the sixth century the Tibetan army conquered and 
annexed large territories of Central Asia that lay between Tibet and China 
and were inhabited by nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes of Turkic and 
Tibetan stock. In 6 35 Tibet attacked China itself, and in successive cam¬ 
paigns managed to wrest control of large areas that had been under Chi¬ 
nese control. These included the four main Chinese strongholds in 
Chinese Turkestan. As a result, China lost its lines of communication with 
the west. 

The Tibetan empire eventually conquered all of Gansu and most of 
Szechwan and northern Yunnan. The Chinese emperor was required to 
pay a yearly tribute to the Yarlung kings, and when the payment was not 
made in 763, the Tibetans responded by attacking, capturing, and sacking 
the Chinese capital of Changan. The Tang emperor was forced to flee, and 
the Tibetans set up a puppet emperor in the capital. It is clear from both 
Chinese and Tibetan dynastic records of this period that both countries 
were major powers in Asia that were on equal footing diplomatically, 
although Tibet enjoyed a military advantage. 16 In 648 the Tibetans sent an 
expedition into India, and in 670 they wiped out the Duyu hun people, 
who lived in the Kokonor area. 17 They later came to dominate Nepal and 
areas along the southern side of the Himalayas, sending military expedi¬ 
tions as far as Upper Burma. Near the end of the eighth century the Arab 
caliph Harun al-Rashid became concerned that the Tibetans, having 
reached as far as the Oxus river, were advancing toward his empire. In order 
to counteract the threat, he formed an alliance with the Chinese emperor. 
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As Luciano Petech has remarked, the fact that the two most powerful 
empires of the middle ages had to join forces in order to curb Tibetan 
expansion indicates the success of Tibetan military endeavors. 18 


The Period of the Religious Kings 
The Introduction of Buddhism 

The first official appearance of Buddhism is said to have occurred during 
the reign of the twenty-third monarch of the Yarlung dynasty, Totori 
Nyentsen (born c. 173 c.e.). According to Tibetan legends, one day a Bud¬ 
dhist text and relics consecrated to Avalokitesvara fell from the sky to the 
roof of the king’s palace. The scriptures were written in Sanskrit, and no 
one at the court understood the significance of the relics; thus it remained 
an isolated event. Tsepon Shakabpa cites a Tibetan account that indicates 
that these articles actually were brought from India, but Totori Nyentsen 
hid their origin after having a dream indicating that in four generations a 
king would be able to read and understand the books. The arrival of this 
text is considered to be the first introduction of Buddhism to Tibet, and 
is believed to have been planned by Avalokitesvara. Its importance for 
Tibetans is reflected in the fact that their currency before the Chinese 
takeover was dated in terms of years since that event, which Tibetan his¬ 
torians claimed occurred in 233 c.e. 19 

According to traditional histories, the definitive establishment of Bud¬ 
dhism in Tibet occurred during the reign of Songtsen Gampo (c. 618-650), 
who later was portrayed as the first of the three Chogyel (chos rgyal), or 
“Religious Kings” (the others were Tri Songdetsen and Relbachen). He is 
considered to have been an incarnation of Avalokitesvara, who took 
rebirth as a king in order to further the dissemination of the dharma. 
Under his military guidance, Tibet became a major power in Central Asia, 
and when it spread beyond its original borders it encountered Buddhism, 
which was widespread in Central Asia and China. During his reign Tibet 
conquered the kingdom of Shangshung in what is today western Tibet, 
and he moved his capital from Yarlung to Lhasa. At the time it was known 
as Rasa, meaning “enclosure,” suggesting that the area was originally a 
hunting preserve with a royal residence on top of the Marpori Hill. A 
palace was built on the hill, which is now the site of the Potala, residence 
of the Dalai Lamas prior to the Chinese takeover in 1959. 
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Seeking to make political alliances, Songtsen Gampo sent emissaries to 
Ams'uvarman, the king of Nepal, to request a marriage with his daughter 
Bhrkuti. The king agreed, and when the princess, reportedly a devout Bud¬ 
dhist, traveled to Tibet, she brought with her an image of Aksobhya Bud¬ 
dha. This was housed in a temple she had built in the center of a lake, 
which was called Ramoche. She is generally referred to by Tibetans as 
Belsa, meaning “Nepalese wife,” orTritsun, “Royal Lady.” 

The king’s next attempt at a political marriage ran into some difficul¬ 
ties. He sent emissaries to the Chinese emperor Taizong (627-650), 
founder of the Tang dynasty, requesting a marriage to a royal princess. 
Because the emperor considered the Tibetans to be uncouth barbarians, 
Taizong refused, and he further angered Songtsen Gampo by promising 
one of his daughters to the ruler of the Duyu hun. Songtsen Gampo 
responded by attacking and defeating tribes affiliated with the Tang, after 
which he marched on the Chinese city of Songzhou. After threatening fur¬ 
ther violence against the Chinese, he sent the emperor a suit of armor 
inlaid with gold, along with a request that he reconsider his earlier deci¬ 
sion. Having little choice, Taizong agreed, and the princess Wencheng was 
sent to Tibet in 640. She is referred to by Tibetans as “Gyasa,” meaning 
“Chinese wife.” 20 She brought with her an image of Sakyamuni Buddha 
as a young prince. This was installed in a temple named Triilnang, which 
later came to be known as the Jokhang. 21 Today the temple is Tibet’s holi¬ 
est shrine, and the statue, named Jowo Rinpoche, is the most sacred image 
in Tibet. 

Little is known about Songtsen Gampo’s Nepalese wife, and some schol¬ 
ars believe that she may have been a later invention, created as a counter¬ 
part to Wencheng. No contemporaneous records of her life or activities 
exist, but in later histories she is portrayed as an emanation of the buddha 
Tara, as is Wencheng. 

Wencheng is also a nebulous figure in records of the time, but in later 
Chinese histories is recast as a cultural ambassador who traveled to Tibet 
not as a war bride, but as the central actor in an imperial plan to convert 
the bellicose Tibetans to Chinese ways and thus civilize them. The Tang 
dynasty annals report that “ [since] Princess Wencheng went and civilized 
this country, many of their customs have been changed.” 22 She is credited 
with convincing the king to wear Chinese brocades, to ban the practice of 
painting faces red, to adopt imperial customs, and to disseminate Chinese 
manners, learning, and technology among the backward Tibetans. This was 
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part of a long-term strategy to lift the Tibetans up to the Chinese standard, 
so that they could be assimilated into the empire. According to the Tang 
annals, he “praised the costume of the great empire, and the perfection of 
their manners, and was ashamed of the barbarism of his own people.” 23 

In Tibetan histories, however, there is little mention of interest in Chi¬ 
nese culture, and the king’s interactions with the Tang court and marriage 
to Wencheng are conceived as strategies to further the dissemination of 
Buddhism. The Tang ruler is presented as an emanation of the buddha 
Manjus'ri, who colluded with Avalokitesvara’s manifestation to spread the 
dharma. Tibetan dynastic records present a picture of an ambitious mili¬ 
tary commander seeking to expand his empire. 

Traditional Tibetan histories portray Wencheng as a physical emanation 
ofTara, who worked with Bhrkuti and Songtsen Gampo to spread Bud¬ 
dhism among the populace. Their coordinated activities were the culmi¬ 
nation of centuries of behind-the-scenes maneuvering by Avalokitesvara 
and other Buddhist figures to prepare Tibetans for the dharma. She is cred¬ 
ited with sponsoring the building of several temples, and these later his¬ 
tories recount her prodigious efforts to establish Buddhist culture 
throughout the region. 

Records of the time, however, fail to reflect the influence later tradition 
attributes to Wencheng. At the conclusion of a study of available evidence 
from the imperial period, Hugh Richardson concludes that she is an 
ambiguous figure who appears to have exerted little influence and that 
there is no evidence that she was even a Buddhist. 24 It should also be noted 
that at the time she arrived in Tibet, she was only about twelve years old, 
did not speak the language, and would have been a complete outsider. Her 
husband died several years afterwards, and there are no records that they 
had any children. According to traditional norms, she would have been 
the second wife behind Bhrkuti, and one of five royal consorts. Records 
from the imperial period provide no evidence that she exerted any 
significant influence either before or after her husband’s death. 

Similarly, details of Songtsen Gampo’s life and activities present a por¬ 
trait of a military commander and politician who was mainly concerned 
with conquering new territory, making strategic alliances, and establish¬ 
ing himself as a monarch of high status. His marriage to Wencheng appears 
to be a calculated move to forge relationships with a rival neighboring 
kingdom, and he is also said to have married three Tibetan women from 
prominent aristocratic families to shore up his local power base. There is 
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no significant evidence that he sponsored Buddhist activides, aided mis¬ 
sionary efforts, or participated in Buddhist practices. When he died, he 
was interred according to the pre-Buddhist rites of Bon, and no Buddhists 
appear to have been involved. Further evidence of his religious orientation 
is a record promising that one hundred horses would be slaughtered at the 
tomb of a loyal vassal. 25 Had Songtsen Gampo really been an incarnate 
buddha (or even a devout Buddhist), wanton slaughter of animals would 
presumably have been abhorrent to him, and he could have devised 
another way to commemorate his vassal’s service. 

Literary Contacts with India 

The period of Songtsen Gampo’s tenure was characterized by a growing 
perception on the part of the ruling class that Tibet lagged behind many 
of its neighbors culturally, and some perceived Buddhism as an integral 
part of these advanced foreign cultures. 

One of the most obvious gaps in Tibetan culture was the absence of a 
literary script or a common grammar. Recognizing this lack, Songtsen 
Gampo sent the scholar Tonmi Sambhota and some students to India to 
develop a script and codify the language. There may have been scholars 
who were involved in such projects prior to Tonmi Sambhota, but he is 
generally credited with actually developing what came to be recognized as 
a standard Tibetan script and grammar. 

Since Kashmir was widely recognized as a center of learning, Tonmi 
Sambhota journeyed there in order to work with Sanskrit scholars. He 
remained in India for a number of years, studying language and literature. 
He adapted a northern form of the Indian Gupta script to the sounds of 
the oral Tibetan language, and he also modified the rules of Sanskrit in 
order to apply them to the much less complex grammar of the indigenous 
Tibetan language. Upon his return to Tibet, the king used his authority to 
declare that the system developed by Tonmi Sambhota would henceforth 
be the standard throughout the area ruled by the central government. 

Tri Songdetsen 

The next great religious king was Tri Songdetsen (c. 740-798), who is con¬ 
sidered by Tibetans to have been an incarnation of Manjus'ri. By all accounts 
he was a devout Buddhist who took a personal interest in propagating the 
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dharma. In order to accomplish this, he sent a message to the Indian 
scholar Santaraksita asking him to travel to Tibet. The abbot of Vikrama- 
s'lla, one of the greatest seats of Buddhist learning in India, Santaraksita 
became known in Tibet as the “Bodhisattva Abbot.” 

When he arrived, however, he was confronted by opposition from some 
of the king’s ministers, who are characterized in traditional accounts as 
adherents of Bdn. Unfortunately for his mission, a series of natural disas¬ 
ters occurred at this time, and the ministers contended that they were 
caused by Bdn deities, who opposed the arrival of the Buddhist scholar. 
Their opposition was effective enough that Santaraksita was forced to leave 
Tibet, and it was several years before he was able to return. Before depart¬ 
ing, he advised the king to invite the tantric adept Padmasambhava, who 
could defeat the gods of Bon. 

According to traditional histories, Padmasambhava knew in advance 
that the king would invite him to Tibet, and so when the messenger arrived 
he was already prepared to leave. When he entered the outer reaches of 
Tibet, demonic forces sought to bar his progress by sending a huge snow¬ 
storm. He retreated to a cave and entered into a deep meditative absorp¬ 
tion, and through this was able to defeat them. As he traveled toward 
central Tibet, the demons and deities of the country massed against him, 
but his power was so great that he single-handedly defeated them all. The 
people were amazed that a single man could challenge their powerful 
demons to personal combat and triumph. 

As a result of this victory, Padmasambhava was also able to overcome 
human opposition, after which he advised the king to invite Santaraksita 
to return. In 775, Tri Songdetsen, Padmasambhava, and Santaraksita cel¬ 
ebrated the successful establishment of Buddhism in Tibet by founding its 
first monastery, which was called Samye (bsamyas). The monastery’s build¬ 
ings were arranged in a mandala pattern, with a temple in the center and 
its four sides oriented with the cardinal directions. It is said to have been 
modeled after the Indian monastery Odantapuri in Bihar. 26 It was built in 
three stories, each in a different architectural style—one Indian, one Chi¬ 
nese, and one Tibetan—and it was surmounted by a small lantern-roofed 
chapel. According to Erik Haarh, the monastery was completed in 766 
and consecrated in j6j. 17 When the monastery was finished, seven Tibet¬ 
ans received monastic vows. They became known as the “seven probation¬ 
ers,” and their ordination is considered to be the inauguration of monastic 
Buddhism in Tibet. 
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After this the king turned his attention to the translation of Buddhist 
texts, realizing that Buddhism would never flourish in Tibet as long as its 
scriptures remained in a foreign language. He began inviting translators 
from India, Kashmir, and China, and he also sent young Tibetans to India 
for training. 

The Debate Between Kamalastla and Hashang Mahay ana 

Background of the Controversy. In the early period of Buddhism’s dissem¬ 
ination into Tibet, it faced widespread opposition from Tibetans who were 
adherents of indigenous religious traditions. Among Buddhists, there were 
also competing groups that advocated differing doctrines and practices. 
Two of the most prominent of these were factions that propounded tradi¬ 
tional Indian Mahayana models of the Buddhist path and others that 
favored the approach of the Chinese Chan school. The main exponent of 
the Chinese position was a meditation master (Hva shang; pronounced 
“Hashang”) named Mahayana (Chinese: Heshang Moheyan), who is 
reported to have taught that awakening is attained suddenly and is not a 
result of gradual training. It dawns in a sudden flash of insight, after which 
all mental afflictions are eliminated. 

His opponents, who followed the Indie model of the five paths and ten 
levels, 28 contended that the process of awakening gradually removes men¬ 
tal afflictions. Because these are deeply rooted and are the result of count¬ 
less lifetimes of familiarization with negative thoughts and deeds, they 
cannot be extirpated all at once. It is no more possible for an ordinary 
being to become a buddha in one moment of awakening than for a moun¬ 
tain climber to scale a high peak in one jump. 

It is clear from Tibetan and Chinese records that both sides had popu¬ 
lar support, and to settle the dispute the king arranged for a debate be¬ 
tween representatives of the Indian school and Heshang Moheyan and his 
followers. 29 The Indian side was headed by Kamalas'ila, a student of Santa- 
raksita’s. According to Pudon, Santaraksita had foreseen the conflict before 
his death and had told the king that when it occurred Kamalas'ila should 
be invited to Tibet to argue for the Indian position. 30 Tibetan and Chinese 
records report that the two sides met in Lhasa around the year 792 for a 
debate that was intended to settle the question once and for all. 31 The sys¬ 
tem of the winner would become the standard in Tibet, and the losing side 
would be forbidden to spread its doctrines. 
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The Council of Lhasa: An Apocryphal Story? In a study of this story in 
Minor Buddhist Texts II, Giuseppe Tucci argues against the idea that the 
debate could have been held in Lhasa. He contends that at the time Lhasa 
was a small and isolated town, and during the season in which the debate 
is purported to have occurred, travel there would have been difficult. He 
believes that the debate probably took place at Samye, the nexus of 
Tibetan Buddhism at that time. Paul Demieville, whose groundbreaking 
study La Concile de Lhasa followed the traditional story of a single debate 
in Lhasa, later emended his position and stated that there was probably a 
series of exchanges between proponents of sudden and gradual awaken¬ 
ing that took place over a period of many years, with the Indian gradual¬ 
ist faction eventually triumphing. Other scholars—Yoshiro Imaeda, for 
instance—doubt that a debate even occurred, and Luis Gomez contends 
that while there were probably disputes between the two factions, they 
were not settled in a single, definitive council, but rather took the form 
of “a haphazard series of indirect confrontations .” 32 Gomez bases this con¬ 
clusion on discrepancies in documents that purport to give an account of 
the debate. 

Whether or not the debate took the form reported in traditional sources 
(and even if it never occurred at all), the story is an important one for 
Tibetan Buddhists, who believe that the council resulted in a clear victory 
for Indian gradualist Buddhism and the defeat of Chinese teachings of 
sudden awakening. At the very least, the prevalence of the story indicates 
that during the eighth century there was a conflict between Indian Bud¬ 
dhist models of gradual awakening and Chinese teachings of sudden awak¬ 
ening and that the Indian model eventually won out. If there was a single 
council, it seems probable that it did not end the conflict and that the rel¬ 
ative merits of the two approaches were the subject of later disputes. All 
available sources agree that the Chinese suddenist teachings were popular 
in Tibet, but they subsequently declined. The widespread disapproval of 
such doctrines even among contemporary Tibetan scholars may be seen in 
the fact that schools which speak of sudden awakening often feel com¬ 
pelled to argue that their teachings are significantly different from those 
of Heshang Moheyan . 33 

Pudon’s Account. The most influential Tibetan account of the debate is 
found in Pudhn’s History of Buddhism, which states that Chan doctrines 
and practices had gained many adherents in Tibet, to the dismay of peo- 
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pie who followed Indian models . 34 In order to counteract the perceived 
heresies of the Chinese, their opponents convened a council in which they 
would be required to defend their positions. The greatest concern of the 
Indian faction was the purported antinomianism of Heshang Moheyan. 
Pudon reports that the Heshang and his followers eschewed the practice 
of moral cultivation, saying that it is irrelevant to the goal of buddhahood. 
Awakening, he claimed, is only found by those who attain a state of com¬ 
plete inactivity in which thought ceases. According to Pudon, the Hes¬ 
hang wrote treatises that denounced traditional dharma practice and 
claimed that awakening is gained by those who remain in a sleeplike state . 35 
In Pudon’s account, Heshang Moheyan began the debate by summarizing 
his position: 

He who has no thoughts and inclinations at all can be fully delivered 
from Phenomenal Life. The absence of any thought, search, or inves¬ 
tigation brings about the nonperception of the reality of separate 
entities. In such a manner one can attain (Buddhahood) at once, like 
(a Bodhisattva) who has attained the tenth Stage. 

Kamalas'ila replied: 

If one has no thought concerning any of the elements of existence 
and does not direct the mind upon them, this does not mean that 
one can cease to remember all that one has experienced and to think 
of it. . . . If the mere absence of (consciousness and) recollection is 
regarded as sufficient, it follows that in a swoon or at the time of 
intoxication one comes to the state where there is no constructive 
thought. . . . Without correct analysis there is no means of attaining 
liberation from constructive thought . 36 

The Indian scholar Jnanendra pressed the point by asking the Chinese 
faction, “If you can attain buddhahood at any time, what are you doing 
now?” In other words, if they had the potential to become buddhas at any 
moment, why were they wasting their time discussing it, rather than doing 
it? He then stated the Indian Mahayana view that awakening is the result 
of gradual perfection of compassion and wisdom, a process that begins 
with moral cultivation and meditation practice. These remove mental 
defilements and lead to progressively deeper understanding of reality, cul- 
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minating in omniscience. Jnanendra contended that if one were to follow 
the Chan path it would be impossible to attain the state of buddhahood, 
since one would simply sleep and do nothing. 

According to Pudon’s account, the Chinese were unable to answer these 
charges and remained silent. The king declared that the position of the 
Indian gradualists was victorious and decreed that henceforth the teach¬ 
ings of Heshang Moheyan should be banned. The members of the Chi¬ 
nese faction acknowledged their defeat and returned home to China. 
Pudon adds that Heshang Moheyan was so upset by this loss of face that 
he committed suicide with a number of his followers. Kamalas'ila, how¬ 
ever, was not able to savor his victory for long, because some surviving dis¬ 
ciples of the Heshang hired Chinese assassins to kill him. Pudon states that 
they murdered Kamalas'ila by squeezing his kidneys. 

The Chinese record composed by Wangxi contradicts Pudon’s state¬ 
ment that the Indian faction won. Wangxi reports that Heshang Moheyan 
and his teachings were declared the winners of the debate, but he adds that 
the Heshang was so upset by the degeneration of dharma in Tibet that he 
committed suicide along with some of his followers . 37 This seems rather 
suspicious, since if he had been victorious he would presumably have felt 
vindicated, and not suicidal. 

The story of the defeat of Heshang Moheyan is well known among 
Tibetan Buddhists, who view it as clear evidence of the superiority of 
Indian gradualist Mahayana. Chinese Buddhism is widely regarded as a 
system that diverges from the tradition founded by Sakyamuni, but the 
original motivation for this belief may have been as much political as doc¬ 
trinal. While the Chinese, Tibetan, and Indian sources give evidence of 
marked differences in outlook and practice, the aversion that developed 
toward Chinese forms of Buddhism may have been at least partially moti¬ 
vated by political considerations . 38 Tibetan relations with India were gen¬ 
erally amicable, but Tibet and China had a long and bitter history of 
conflict . 39 Both were major powers in Central Asia, and both were 
involved in armed competition for supremacy in the region. Given their 
history, it is unlikely that the king would have ruled in favor of the Chi¬ 
nese faction. Moreover, even if he were as devout as traditional sources 
claim, his duties as ruler of a large empire probably prevented him from 
studying Buddhist philosophy in depth, and so in all likelihood he lacked 
the background knowledge to be able to understand the subtleties of the 
competing positions. 
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Relbachen, the Third Religions King 

Tri Songdetsen’s support of Buddhism caused the religion to spread widely, 
particularly among the educated classes. The tradition of royal support was 
vigorously continued by the king Senalek (reigned 799-815) and reached 
its apogee with Relbachen (reigned 815-836), who is said to have been an 
emanation of the buddha Vajrapani. By all accounts he was deeply com¬ 
mitted to Buddhism, and his fervor led him to concentrate on religious 
matters, to the neglect of affairs of state. He spent lavish amounts of money 
on the construction of temples and monasteries and supported visits by 
Indian Buddhist teachers, as well as trips to India by Tibetan scholars. He 
is reported to have been so devoted to the dharma that in official state cer¬ 
emonies he would tie ribbons to his long braids, and Buddhist monks 
would sit on top of the braids, symbolizing his submission to the samgha . 40 
This angered traditional ministers, who viewed this practice as an affront 
to the dignity of the throne. Another source of discontent was his policy 
of allotting a group of seven households for the support of each monk, 
which meant that even people who had little or no interest in Buddhism 
were required to finance its propagation. Although traditional sources por¬ 
tray the growing opposition to his reign as underhanded plotting by adher¬ 
ents of Bon, his political ineptitude and financial irresponsibility were 
probably the root causes of his eventual downfall. 

One of the major contributions of his reign was his sponsorship of a proj¬ 
ect to standardize translation equivalents for Buddhist texts. The project, 
headed by Beltsek, created a glossary for Sanskrit and Tibetan terms and 
revised the written language in order that Tibetan translations could more 
accurately reflect the grammar and syntax of Sanskrit. By this time there 
were a number of highly trained Tibetan translators ( lo tsa ba; pronounced 
“lotsawa”), such as Yeshede, and many Indian scholars-in-residence. Most 
texts were translated by committees made up of Indian and Tibetan schol¬ 
ars; the Indians were mainly responsible for checking the doctrinal accuracy 
of the translations, while the Tibetans made sure that they were grammat¬ 
ically correct. Because both the Tibetans and Indians were generally well 
versed in Buddhist thought and practice, there was also considerable over¬ 
lap in translation duties. The translations produced during this period con¬ 
tinue to be favored by the Nyingma school, which considers them to be 
more faithful to the original spirit of the texts than the later translations pre¬ 
pared during the period of the “second dissemination” of Buddhism. 41 
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Lang Darma’s Persecution of Buddhism 

The reaction against Relbachen’s mishandling of the government eventu¬ 
ally became so intense that he was assassinated by two of his ministers, 
who crept up behind him and twisted his neck while he was relaxing in 
his palace. He was succeeded as king by Lang Darma (reigned 838-842), 
who is reported to have vigorously persecuted Buddhism. The persecution 
brought to a close the period of the “first dissemination” (snga dar) of Bud¬ 
dhism, which was initiated by the religious kings in the seventh century. 42 

Traditional sources portray Lang Darma as a devout adherent of Bon 
who was possessed by a demon. 43 Prompted by these influences, he ordered 
temples and monasteries closed; monks and nuns were forced to return to 
lay life. Some refused and were executed. He halted cultural contacts with 
India, and he is also said to have ordered the destruction of Buddhist texts 
and images. Despite his efforts to eradicate Buddhism, however, it had 
become so widespread among the Tibetan people that during his reign it 
went underground. Since the power of the throne was mainly concen¬ 
trated in central Tibet, other areas were largely unaffected, and many reli¬ 
gious leaders in the central provinces simply moved beyond the king’s 
sphere of influence, waiting for a reversal of official policy. 

Although there was widespread dissatisfaction with Relbachen, Bud¬ 
dhism had gained a large following, and so Lang Darma’s policy of perse¬ 
cution prompted a backlash among people faithful to the dharma. This 
led to his own assassination by a Buddhist monk named Belgyi Dorje, who 
killed him during a theatrical performance. Pretending to enact a tradi¬ 
tional story, he danced in front of the king, holding a bow and arrow. Plac¬ 
ing the arrow in the bowstring, Belgyi Dorje aimed it at the king, still 
pretending to be acting, and shot Lang Darma dead. Traditional sources 
characterize this euphemistically as a “liberation” rather than a killing, 
because Belgyi Dorje is said to have been motivated by compassion for the 
king, and not anger. Belgyi Dorje was concerned that Lang Darma, pos¬ 
sessed by a demon, was creating vast amounts of negative karma for him¬ 
self due to his persecution of Buddhism, and so he decided to “liberate” 
the king from committing future misdeeds, thus saving him from himself. 

As the king lay dying, Belgyi Dorje, who had arrived on a black horse 
and wearing a white robe, turned the robe inside out. The reverse side was 
black, and when he rode from the murder scene his horse waded through 
a river, which washed off the black paint covering it. Through this ruse, 
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soldiers hunting for an assassin on a black horse wearing a white robe 
passed by Belgyi Dorje, who was riding on a white horse and wearing a 
black robe. 

Lang Darma’s death led to the collapse of the Yarlung dynasty and 
brought on a period of political chaos in Tibet. 44 It also marked the begin¬ 
ning of the end of the Tibetan empire in Central Asia. With no strong 
authority in Tibet to hold the empire together, China was able to regain 
control over the areas it had lost, while the Tibetans retreated behind their 
border mountains. The Tang dynasty only outlived the Yarlung dynasty 
for a short while, however, and in 905 it collapsed, leaving no central 
authority capable of holding onto the provinces of Central Asia, which 
were left as a no-man’s-land between China and Tibet until the emergent 
Mongol empire began to annex them. For the next three centuries after 
the fall of the Tang dynasty, there was little contact between Tibet and 
China. 

With the demise of their empire and the subsequent collapse of their 
main rival, the Tibetans were content to remain within the natural bor¬ 
ders set by the Kunlun, Karakoram, and Himalayan mountains, and never 
again engaged in military adventures beyond these limits. It was not until 
1247 that another strong central authority was established in Tibet, when 
Sakya Pandita was appointed overlord of Tibet by the Mongol chieftain 
Kodan, a grandson of Chinggis (or Genghis) Khan. 


The Second Dissemination of Buddhism 

With the passing of the royal house, central Tibet entered a period of polit¬ 
ical upheaval. The main source of funding for Buddhism also disappeared. 
In western Tibet, however, interest in Buddhism remained strong. Near 
the end of the tenth century, according to traditional accounts, Tsenpo 
Khore, the king of the western kingdom of Guge, renounced the throne 
and became a Buddhist monk, taking the ordination name Yeshe O. 
Apparently intending to revive the dharma in Tibet, he sent twenty-one 
promising Tibetan monks to India and Kashmir to study, and he allocated 
money to support Buddhist scholarship in Tibet. All but two of the monks 
died in India, but the two who returned became prominent scholars and 
translators. They were Rinchen Sangpo and Lekbe Sherap, who returned 
to Tibet in 978, along with some Indian scholars. In Tibetan histories, this 
event marks the inauguration of the “second dissemination” (phyi dar; 
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pronounced “chidar”) of Buddhism to Tibet, but other factors also played 
important roles. The greatest Tibetan figure of this period was Rinchen 
Sangpo, who oversaw the translation of many Sanskrit sutras and tantras, 
along with their voluminous commentaries. He made three visits to India, 
where he spent a total of seventeen years, traveling from teacher to teacher, 
receiving initiations and oral instructions, and acquiring copies of Bud¬ 
dhist texts. He brought these back with him to Tibet, and his literary activ¬ 
ity played a significant role in the Buddhist renaissance. 45 

Another influential source of the reinvigoration of Buddhism was the 
efforts of monks who traveled to institutions in Amdo where monastic dis¬ 
cipline and scholarship had survived, and who brought these traditions 
back to the central regions of U and Tsang. The Mulasarvastivada system 
of vinaya, which had been declared the standard by King Relbachen, was 
preserved by the Amdo monks, along with the monastic curriculum that 
had become institutionalized during the early period of Buddhism’s dis¬ 
semination. Much of this had been lost in central Tibet, but these monks 
re-imported it and built a number of monasteries during the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, which attracted increasing numbers of new monks. 
Ronald Davidson has argued convincingly that this was the most impor¬ 
tant factor in the successful reintroduction of Buddhism during the ren¬ 
aissance period. 46 This was a gradual process that hardly registers in 
traditional Tibetan histories of the second dissemination, but it provided 
the institutional foundation that made it possible. Most Tibetan histori¬ 
ans portray the mission of the Indian scholar Atis'a (also known as 
Dipamkara Srijnana, 982-1054) to Tibet as the decisive event of this 
process, but records of the time depict him as a minor player with little 
real influence, despite his prestige as a renowned master from India. 

Atisa 

According to Tibetan tradition, Atis'a was born into a noble family in Ben¬ 
gal. He entered the religious life at an early age after experiencing a vision 
of Tara. During his early years he traveled around the Buddhist world to 
receive teachings. His first guru was a tantric yogi who initiated him into 
the Hevajra cycle, and he was mainly involved with nonmonastic tantric 
practices until in a dream Sakyamuni advised him to become a monk. He 
took ordination vows at the age of twenty-nine in a monastery at Bodh- 
gaya, the site of the Buddha’s awakening. Atis'a then immersed himself in 
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the monastic curriculum current at the time, studying monastic discipline, 
the Perfection of Wisdom literature, and tantric texts. 

Due to his great learning and realization, he rose to prominence in the 
monastic university of Nalanda, where he was one of the four directors. 
He also taught at the Buddhist universities of Vikramas'ila and Bodhgaya, 
and was probably the most famous and revered Buddhist teacher of his 
day. When he was advanced in years, a messenger sent by Yeshe O visited 
him, offered him a substantial sum of gold, and asked him to journey to 
Tibet in order to reintroduce the dharma, which had been damaged by the 
persecutions of Lang Darma. Atis'a initially rejected the request on the 
grounds that his teaching skills were required in India. 

Fearing that the gold he had sent was insufficient, Yeshe O set about 
raising a much larger amount, in hopes that it would induce Atis'a to accept 
the invitation. While trying to obtain funds from a neighboring king, he 
was captured and imprisoned. The king demanded a ransom equal to 
Yeshe O’s weight in gold, but Yeshe 0 advised his great-nephew, Jangchup 
0 , not to pay it, and instead to send the gold to Atis'a. Jangchup 0 reluc¬ 
tantly did so, with the result that Yeshe 0 died in prison. This act of self- 
sacrifice is said to have been a factor in Atis'a’s eventual decision to travel 
to Tibet. 47 

Shortly after receiving the royal request, Atis'a had a vision of Tara, his 
patron deity, who told him that if he traveled to Tibet his life would be 
shortened. Atis'a was relieved by the news, assuming that it meant that he 
should not accept the invitation. He was advanced in years, and the jour¬ 
ney to Tibet was long, difficult, and dangerous. For these reasons, Atis'a 
preferred to remain where he was. Tara then added that if he did go to 
Tibet his visit would benefit many sentient beings and would cause the 
dharma to flourish there. As a devout Mahayanist, Atis'a realized that he 
should choose the benefit of others over his own welfare, and so he 
accepted the invitation. Before he left he made a vow to the abbot of his 
monastery that he would return in three years. He is reported to have 
arrived in Guge in 1042 at the age of sixty. 

His reputation in India gave him personal authority in Tibet, and he 
was invited to lecture in various Buddhist establishments. Tibetan histo¬ 
ries written after the fifteenth century cast him as the single most influen¬ 
tial actor in the second dissemination, but records of the time indicate that 
his mission had little real influence until centuries later. One difficulty he 
faced was his ordination lineage: he adhered to the Mahasamghika vinaya, 
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but the Mulasarvastivada monastic code had been normative in Tibet at 
least since the time of Relbachen, and he was not allowed to ordain Tibetan 
monks. Moreover, while he was regarded as an eminent scholar and teacher, 
the monks who had earlier traveled to northeast Tibet and re-imported the 
vinaya and scholastic curriculum already had well-established curricula in 
their institutions, and so they felt no need to make major changes. Despite 
these factors, he traveled widely and composed works that would later 
become influential—particularly in the Gelukpa order, which considers 
itself to be the successor of the Kadampa, founded by Atis'a’s disciples. After 
the Gelukpa came to power in the fifteenth century, Tibetan historians 
tended to inflate his role in the second dissemination, and this has largely 
been echoed in studies by contemporary Western scholars. 

He composed several works on Buddhism for the benefit of Tibetans, 
most notably his Lamp for the Path to Awakening, which is a summary of 
the Buddhist path. He reportedly wrote this work at the request of 
Jangchub O while he was staying at Toling. In this treatise, he brought 
together the two streams of scholastic Mahayana and tantra, both of which 
are today viewed by Tibetan scholars as complementary aspects of the Bud¬ 
dhist path. 

Atis'a began his analysis with a distinction of three grades of human 
beings: (1) nonreligious people, who only focus on the present life; (2) peo¬ 
ple of middling capacity, who engage in practice for their own benefit 
(Hinayanists); and (3) practitioners of great capacity, who work for the 
benefit of others. He then indicated that the best religious life is that of a 
celibate Mahayana monk who diligently adheres to the vinaya rules and 
follows the gradual path to awakening for the good of other living beings. 
His text integrates tantric techniques into the Mahayana path, and Atisa 
did not seem to think that there was any discrepancy between tantra and 
other Mahayana practices. His vision of the path provided a model for the 
development of monastic orders in lineages that traced themselves back to 
noncelibate tantric yogis, particularly the Gelukpa. 

Despite Atisa’s intention to keep his promise and return to India, polit¬ 
ical factors prevented this, and he died in Tibet in 1054. During his years 
in Tibet, At is'a trained a number of disciples, several of whom became 
important figures in the development of Tibetan Buddhism. His instruc¬ 
tions and influence led to the founding of the Kadampa order, the first 
school of Buddhism in Tibet, although the establishment of a clearly 
defined school was due primarily to the efforts of his disciple Dromd 5 n 
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(1008-1064). 48 In 1057 Dromdon founded Reting Monastery, which 
became the main seat of the order, and later became a Gelukpa institution. 


Mongol Influence and Sakya Supremacy 

During the centuries after Atis'a’s death, Buddhism continued to flourish 
in Tibet. As Tibetans became more confident in their grasp of the tradi¬ 
tion, indigenous orders began to develop, the first of which was the Sakya 
sect, which takes its name from the monastery of Sakya, founded by Gon- 
chok Gyelpo (1034—1102) of the Khon family in 1073. 49 His son and suc¬ 
cessor Giinga Nyingpo (1092-1158) systematized the teachings of the 
lineage, which is traced to Drokmi, who traveled to India and brought 
back tantric and scholastic teachings. Giinga Nyingpo became known as 
the “Great Sakyapa” {sa chen ) because of his extensive learning. 

Early in the twelfth century, the Mongols emerged as the new power in 
Central Asia under the rule of Chinggis Khan. In 1207, as Chinggis was 
moving to attack the Tangut state of Xixia, the leading religious and sec¬ 
ular leaders of Tibet, fearing that their land might be his next target, sent 
an emissary to him with an offer of submission. The formal acknowledg¬ 
ment of his overlordship served its intended purpose of keeping Chinggis 
at bay. In 1240, however, the Mongol chieftain Koden invaded Tibet, raid¬ 
ing and looting almost as far as Lhasa. There was no attempt at this time 
to place Tibet under direct Mongol rule, but in 1249 Koden summoned 
Sakya Pandita (Giinga Gyeltsen Bel Sangpo, 1182-1251), an eminent reli¬ 
gious leader, to surrender his country to Mongol control. 

When Sakya Pandita met the khan, however, the Mongol ruler was so 
impressed with him that Koden became converted to Buddhism. Instead 
of invading Tibet, he offered a special relationship: Koden would protect 
the country against foreign threats, and the Sakya lamas would become 
spiritual preceptors of the Mongol khans. In this relationship, according 
to Wylie, “the patron (yon or yon bday) provides the military power to 
enforce the temporal prerogatives of the lama, who in turn devotes him¬ 
self to the religious needs (mchod or mchod gnas) of the patron.” 50 This 
became known as the “priest-patron” (mchod yoyi) relationship. It was 
based on a recognition of shared religious ideals, and although the Mon¬ 
gols technically controlled Tibet, they left the actual administration of the 
country to Tibetans. 51 

This at least is how the concord between the Sakyapa hierarchs and the 
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Mongol khans is presented both in traditional Tibetan histories and in 
contemporary accounts written by Tibetan exiles. The latter are particu¬ 
larly concerned with countering claims by the Chinese government that 
Tibet submitted to China (although the Mongols had not yet actually con¬ 
quered China ) 52 and that it remained a part of its empire from that time 
up to the present day. By putting a religious gloss on the arrangement and 
portraying the Mongol khans as Buddhist converts devoted to their reli¬ 
gious preceptors, they intend to exclude China from the arrangement, 
which they claim lapsed after Mongol power waned in the fourteenth cen¬ 
tury, following which both Tibet and China, they claim, regained their 
separate independences. 

Hugh Richardson rejects Chinese assertions that submission to the 
Mongols was tantamount to accepting Chinese sovereignty over Tibet. 

[Tjhere is no substance to the claim of some Chinese writers that 
Tibet was in unbroken subordination to China from the time of the 
Yuan [Mongol] dynasty. The link between Peking and Tibet came 
into being only through the conquest of China by a foreign power 
which had already been accepted by the Tibetans as their overlord. 
Even before their expulsion from China the later Mongol emperors 
enjoyed no more than a purely formal and personal relationship with 
Tibet; and although the Chinese recovered their own territory from 
the erstwhile foreign conqueror they did not take possession of that 
of the Mongols, nor did they exercise or attempt to exercise any 
authority in Tibet. China and Tibet had each recovered its independ¬ 
ence of the Mongols in its own way and at different times . 53 

As Richardson notes, Tibetan submission was to the Mongol khans, and 
not the emperor of China. When China was annexed to the Mongol 
empire, it was one part of a vast territory that covered much of Asia and 
later parts of eastern Europe. After the demise of Mongol power, many 
regions regained their independence, including both China and Tibet, but 
no Tibetans participated in Chinas liberation, nor did Chinese play any 
role in Tibet’s return to indigenous rule. 

The real motivations of the khans in creating a special administrative 
system in Tibet are difficult to determine, and there is considerable evi¬ 
dence that the special arrangement they made with the Sakyapas was 
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intended to provide for stable and loyal administration of a distant terri¬ 
tory. One of the ways they secured this loyalty was by demanding that 
Sakya Pandita’s nephew Pakpa (who had accompanied him on his journey 
to the Mongol court) be left behind as a virtual hostage. The khans also 
left clear threats of bloody retaliation against Tibet in the event of any 
rebellion. 


Sakya Pandita’s Successors 

In 1251, both Sakya Pandita and Koden died, and the “priest-patron” 
arrangement was continued by Qubilai Khan. In 1253 Pakpa (1235-1280) 
became the religious preceptor of Qubilai. After giving tantric initiations 
to the khan, he was designated as ruler ( dishi ) of all of Tibet, from the far 
west to the Kokonor. When Qubilai became supreme leader of all the 
Mongols in 1260, Pakpa’s influence made him one of the most powerful 
members of the royal court. When he died in 1274, another Sakya lama 
took his place as dishi, and this pattern continued for several generations 
of lamas and khans. 

Despite being appointed as viceroy of Tibet, Pakpa’s actual influence 
was limited by the fact that he was required to remain in residence in the 
Mongol capital, and so much of the actual administration was carried out 
by his lieutenants. His rapid ascent to power as a result of Mongol patron¬ 
age caused some resentment among leaders of other Buddhist orders, 
many of whom began cultivating relationships with other Mongol chief¬ 
tains. Because the Mongols were highly factionalized, with warring tribes 
competing for supremacy, the Tibetan religious leaders inevitably became 
embroiled in this factionalism, which was reflected in Tibetan politics. 
Among the leading competitors were the lamas of the Karmapa, Tselpa, 
and Drikiingpa sects. This was an age of political intrigues, intense infight¬ 
ing, and intermittent armed conflict. Many of the large monasteries had 
their own armies of warrior monks, and the schools with Mongol patrons 
sometimes used the threat of Mongol intervention. As long as the Mon¬ 
gol chieftains supporting the Sakyapas remained in the ascendancy, the 
supremacy of that lineage was assured. When Qubilai died in 1265, he was 
succeeded by Timur, who continued the relationship with the Sakyapas, 
but with his passing in 1307 the Mongols began to exhibit diminished 
interest in Tibet and its internecine conflicts. 
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Compilation of the Tibetan Buddhist Canon 

Although this was a period of conflict, it also produced a number of 
influential Buddhist teachers. One of the great religious events of the 
period was the compilation of the Tibetan Buddhist canon in two sections, 
the Translations of Teachings (bkd ’gyur; pronounced “gangyiir”) and the 
Translations of Treatises (bstan ’gyur; pronounced “dengytir”). The first sec¬ 
tion contains teachings attributed to the Buddha, and the second com¬ 
prises the voluminous commentarial literature that had come to Tibet 
from India, as well as some indigenous Tibetan works. The great scholar 
Pudon is primarily associated with this project, although no doubt much 
of the preparatory work had been done before he undertook the task of 
finalizing the collections. He meticulously checked divergent versions of 
the texts, eventually producing a definitive canon. 54 

When it was completed, wood blocks were carved for the entire canon, 
a process that required a vast amount of effort, both in the carving and in 
proofreading. In this traditional Tibetan printing technique, a mirror 
image of the page is carefully carved in relief. The block is then inked and 
the paper pressed against the inked surface. The initial carving requires a 
great deal of time, but when it is completed numerous copies can be pro¬ 
duced, and the texts disseminated widely. The first manuscript copies were 
kept at the monastery of Nartang. 

End of Mongol Rule 

The period of Mongol rule had created widespread resentment among 
Tibetans, and following the fading of a strong central authority Tibet even¬ 
tually regained its independence. With the passing of the Mongol threat, 
the Tibetan Buddhist schools which had long chafed under Sakya hege¬ 
mony were able to dislodge the Sakya hierarchs from their position of 
power. The next faction to gain control over the country was the Pakmo- 
drupa. Their name derived from an area administered by Sakya which was 
named after Dorje Gyelpo (mo—1170), a monk from Kham who was 
known as Pakmodru. He built a small hermitage in 1158, in which he prac¬ 
ticed solitary meditation until his death. From this humble beginning, the 
monastery of Densatil developed, and eventually it became one of the 
most powerful institutions in the country when his successors gained hege¬ 
mony over Tibet. 
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A key figure in the eventual demise of Sakya power was Jangchub Gyel- 
tsen (1302-1364), who belonged to the Lang family. At an early age he 
became a monk at Sakya Monastery, and in 1332 he was made administra¬ 
tor of a large district. After becoming involved in political intrigue, he was 
imprisoned and tortured, but he was eventually released. Gradually gath¬ 
ering support and recruiting allies, in 1354 he attacked and conquered 
Sakya itself. He adopted a nationalist program and attempted to eradicate 
all traces of Mongol influence, while at the same time hearkening back to 
the glories of the dynasty of the religious kings. He discarded the Mongol 
titles of leadership and proclaimed himself desi (sde srid), “ruler.” He 
restored old celebrations, such as the New Year festival, in accordance with 
earlier customs, and he forbade officials to wear the garments and orna¬ 
ments of the former royal court. He based the legal code on the ancient 
laws promulgated by Songtsen Gampo, and established a system of guard- 
posts on the frontiers, particularly those bordering on China. 

His successors continued his policies, but they lacked his political abil¬ 
ities, and within one hundred and thirty years of his death Pakmodru rule 
came to an end. They were replaced as rulers by the princes of Rinbung, 
who had been ministers of the Pakmodru. The Rinbung were in turn 
superseded by the governors ofTsang, who by 1565 had consolidated their 
power. For a short time they were rulers of a unified Tibet. 


The Gelukpa Ascent to Power 

During the fifteenth century, when Jangchub Gyeltsen’s successors gov¬ 
erned Tibet, Tsong Khapa (1357—1419), one of its greatest religious figures, 
founded a new school, which came to be known as Gelukpa, or “System 
of Virtue.” Tsong Khapa himself had little interest in politics, and his early 
successors followed his example. 55 As time went on, however, their influ¬ 
ence grew, with the result that they eventually came out on top of the 
power hierarchy. 

At first the new order won the respect of the older schools, mostly 
because of its strict observance of monastic discipline, its strong emphasis 
on study and meditation, and its disinterest in political involvements. 
However, during the lifetime of Gendlin Gyatso (who was considered to 
be the reincarnation of Tsong Khapa’s disciple Gendlin Druba), this began 
to change. The new movement, with its high standards of discipline and 
scholarship, began to attract the active resentment of some of the older 
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orders, which often suffered in comparison. Gendlin Gyatso’s growing 
prestige and the high regard in which his school was held caused the 
Karmapa hierarchs and their lay patrons to move against him, with the 
result that for most of his life he was not able to live in the Gelukpa monas¬ 
teries around Lhasa. Because of this, he traveled widely throughout the 
country, and his personal sanctity and good reputation won many con¬ 
verts. He was an effective missionary and spokesman forTsong Khapa’s lin¬ 
eage, and his charisma—coupled with the enviable reputation of his 
lineage for adherence to monastic discipline, scholarship, and meditative 
attainments—helped him to gain large numbers of disciples and admirers. 

Contacts with the Mongols 

Gendlin Gyatso was succeeded by Sonam Gyatso (1543-1588), who was 
born into a prominent family with ties to the Sakyapas and the Pakmo- 
drupas. He continued the missionary work of his predecessors, and was 
even able to convert some monasteries of the older orders to the Gelukpa. 

In 1578 he accepted an invitation to visit A 1 tan Khan, chief of the Turned 
Mongols. This event was to have wide-ranging repercussions, and it 
marked a transition of Geluk from an order that avoided politics to a rul¬ 
ing theocracy. Although they no longer controlled China, the Mongols 
were still a powerful military force, despite their continual tribal conflicts. 
There had been no supreme leader to match the power of Chinggis or 
Qubilai, but Altan was the most influential of the Mongol chieftains of 
his day. When the lama and the khan met, the latter conferred the title of 
Ta le, or “Ocean,” on Sonam Gyatso, implying that he was an “Ocean of 
Wisdom.” Thus he and his successors (and, retrospectively, his predeces¬ 
sors Gendlin Druba and Gendlin Gyatso) came to be known as the “Dalai 
Lamas.” Sonam Gyatso in turn gave Altan the title “King of Dharma, 
Divine Purity” (chos kyi rgyalpo Iha’i tshangpa). Both apparently consid¬ 
ered themselves to be re-establishing the “priest-patron” bond that had 
existed between Sakya Pandita and Qubilai Khan. There was a great dif¬ 
ference in the two relationships, however: Altan lacked the power to con¬ 
fer any temporal jurisdiction on his spiritual preceptor, although he did 
send lavish gifts to Gelukpa monasteries and monks. 

Sonam Gyatso had great success in converting the Mongols to Bud¬ 
dhism. He influenced Altan to ban blood sacrifices and the worship of 
ancestral images. Because of his missionary activity, many Mongols became 
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adherents of the Gelukpa order. The relationship between the Gelukpas 
and the Mongols was further strengthened after his death in 1588, when his 
reincarnation was discovered in the person of a great-grandson of Altan 
Khan, who received the ordination name Yonden Gyatso (1589-1617). This 
solidified the ties between the powerful khans and the Gelukpa lamas. 

The Mongols believed that his birth fulfilled a promise made by Sonam 
Gyatso that he would return to them in a future life. Because of political 
considerations connected with his being born outside of Tibet, the new 
Dalai Lama was not brought to Lhasa until 1601, when he was twelve years 
old. The procession that accompanied him included prominent Mongol 
leaders as well as Tibetan religious and political figures. He was taken to 
Ganden Monastery and to the Jokhang Temple, and everywhere he went 
there were celebrations indicating that he was regarded as a major religious 
figure. The attention and ceremony that he was shown began to arouse the 
animosity of other powerful religious leaders, particularly lamas belong¬ 
ing to the Karmapa order. Relations between the Gelukpas and the Karma- 
pas became further strained when the Gyelwa Karmapa sent letters to the 
Dalai Lama that were interpreted as being insulting. The Gelukpas replied 
in kind, which led to open antagonism between the two groups. 

The conflict simmered until 1610, when the Pakmodru carried out a 
raid in the Lhasa valley, which angered the king of Tsang. He retaliated by 
attacking and annexing U, giving him effective control over most of Tibet. 
Although the Gelukpas were partly connected with the initial raid, he 
made them his official representatives in Lhasa. He later requested tantric 
empowerments from Gelukpa lamas, but was refused. This was seen as an 
affront to the royal dignity, and the king responded by attacking the 
monasteries of Drebung and Sera. The Dalai Lama was forced to flee, and 
Gelukpa leaders appealed to their Mongol supporters for aid. There was 
no immediate Mongol intervention, but the stage had been set for further 
conflict. Yonden Gyatso died in 1617, and it was widely rumored that he 
was poisoned. 


The “Great Fifth”Dalai Lama 

The fourth Dalai Lama’s successor was found in 1617 at Chong Gye, the 
burial place of the old Tibetan kings. This is an interesting coincidence, 
because he was destined to become the first of a succession of religious 
rulers of Tibet. The fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Losang Gyatso (1617-1682), 
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popularly referred to as “The Great Fifth,” was the most dynamic and 
influential of the early Dalai Lamas. He was a great teacher, an accom¬ 
plished tantric yogi, and a prodigious writer. His literary output surpasses 
the combined total of all the other Dalai Lamas. In addition to his scholas¬ 
tic achievements, he proved to be an able statesman, and he united the 
three provinces of Tibet (the Central, South, and West) for the first time 
since the assassination of King Lang Darma in the mid-ninth century. 

He was born into a Nyingmapa family that had connections with the 
Pakmodru. From the time that he was recognized as the fifth Dalai Lama, 
he forged strong connections with Mongol chieftains, with the result that 
the king ofTsang became concerned about the threat of foreign interven¬ 
tion in Tibetan affairs. This fear proved to be well-founded, since in 1642, 
with the help of his Mongol benefactors, Ngawang Losang Gyatso con¬ 
solidated power and became the first Dalai Lama to rule Tibet. 

Conflict between the king ofTsang and the Mongols began early on, 
and it reached a crisis point in 1621 when a large Mongol army entered 
Tibet with the stated intention of protecting the Gelukpas. A battle was 
avoided through the intervention of the Panchen Lama and some other 
prominent religious figures, but the seeds of conflict had been sown. A 
series of battles followed, and by 1640 the Gelukpas, with the help of the 
Mongols, proved victorious. The king ofTsang was unable to withstand 
the foreign force, largely due to weakness among his main allies. 

Further destabilizing events, the king of Ladakh invaded central Tibet, 
and the combined threats brought down the king ofTsang. His army was 
defeated by the forces of the Mongol chieftain Gushri Khan, and he was 
later executed. According to Tibetan historical accounts, the monks of 
Tashihliinpo were the ones who successfully agitated for his death. The 
fighting did not end with the king’s demise, however, and members of the 
Karmapa school continued to battle the Gelukpas and their Mongol 
patrons. The Gelukpas emerged victorious, and the Gyelwa Karmapa was 
forced to flee. He disguised himself as a simple monk and lived in hiding 
for many years, until he was eventually reconciled with the fifth Dalai 
Lama. 

The rulership of the fifth Dalai Lama was conceived after the model of 
the “priest-patron” relationship that had been established between the 
Mongol princes and Pakpa, but the fifth Dalai Lama in actuality wielded 
far greater power than Pakpa had. The Dalai Lama lived in the center of 
Tibetan power in Lhasa, whereas Pakpa spent most of his life at the Mon- 
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gol court. The Dalai Lama also enjoyed the support of his powerful Mon¬ 
gol patron, and this ally had a large army to back up his wishes. 

Despite the power of his benefactors, it took some time for the Dalai 
Lama to extend his rule over all ofTibet, but by the time of Gushri’s death 
in 1656 he controlled an area that extended from the region of Mount 
Kailash in the west to Kham in the east. He began a process of determin¬ 
ing the number of monks and monasteries throughout the country, and 
in several cases he forced members of some orders to convert to his own 
sect. The most notable of these were the monks of the Jonangpa school, 
whose doctrines had been judged to be heterodox by Gelukpa scholars. 
The Dalai Lama forced the Jonangpa monks to become Gelukpas, and the 
seat of the order, Jonang Monastery, was officially declared a Gelukpa 
monastery and renamed Ganden Piintsokling. The monks of Jonang were 
forbidden to teach the tenets of their school and had to adopt the Gelukpa 
curriculum and philosophical views. The fifth Dalai Lama also punished 
several Karmapa monasteries that had opposed him, but he later allowed 
them to rebuild. 

Although he was rather heavy-handed with the Jonangpas and the 
Karmapas, his treatment of other orders was often generous. He was par¬ 
ticularly supportive of Nyingma, and he himself was an ardent practitioner 
of several Nyingma tantric lineages. Snellgrove and Richardson contend 
that on the whole his actions proved to be beneficial and stabilizing, 
despite the obvious hard feelings they engendered among his opponents: 

The older orders may preserve some bitter memories of the fifth 
Dalai Lama, for no one likes a diminution of wealth and power, but 
there is no doubt that without his moderating and controlling hand, 
their lot might have been very much worse. It must also be said that 
at that time, despite their new political interests and responsibilities, 
the dGe-lugs-pas remained the freshest and most zealous of the 
Tibetan religious orders. 56 

Recognizing the power of the Dalai Lama, the Chinese Qing emperor 
invited him to visit Beijing, which he did in 1652. The newly unified Tibet 
was a rising power in Central Asia, and it is clear that this was a meeting 
between equals, despite later Chinese interpretations of the event. The 
Chinese emperor even wished to travel to the border to greet the Dalai 
Lama, despite standard imperial protocol, which does not admit even 
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the possibility of China having equal diplomatic status with any other 
country. 

The power of the Mongols diminished rapidly after Gushri’s death, and 
they fell into the internecine rivalries that had divided them in the past. 
This eliminated a potential foreign threat to Tibet, and it left the Dalai 
Lama in control of the country. The Dalai Lama even began to minimize 
the role that the Mongols had played in his ascension to power and 
attempted to associate his rule with the past glories of the Religious Kings 
of Tibet. 

During his reign, the connection between the Dalai Lamas and Ava- 
lokitesvara was stressed, and this was reflected in the construction of the 
Potala, which was their main residence and the seat of the Tibetan govern¬ 
ment until the Chinese invasion in the 1950s. The name that was chosen 
for the palace was taken from a mountain in southern India that is associ¬ 
ated with Siva in his incarnation as Lokesvara, or “Lord of the World,” who 
is considered by Tibetans to be an emanation of Avalokitesvara. This asso¬ 
ciation helped to establish the Dalai Lamas as incarnations of a buddha, 
and they are regarded as such by Tibetan Buddhists, who have tradition¬ 
ally looked on the Potala as the residence of Avalokites'vara in human form. 
As Snellgrove and Richardson observe, “it was clear to all Tibetans that here 
was a true religious king enthroned in his mountain palace in their midst.” 57 
The fifth Dalai Lama died in 1682 during a planned three-year retreat. 

The Manchus 

At this time China was still militarily weak, which allowed it to be con¬ 
quered by a new power, the Manchus. They initially defeated the warring 
Mongol factions, and in 1633 officially took over the Chinese throne. In 
1664 they overthrew the last Ming ruler and established the Qing dynasty, 
which was to last until 1911. There had been little contact between Tibet 
and China since the fall of the Yuan dynasty, and the Manchus were ini¬ 
tially content to leave Tibet alone. During the conflicts that led to Gelukpa 
preeminence, the competing factions had sent envoys to the Manchus 
(who were not then rulers of China), but nothing came of this. 

Despite current Chinese claims of long-standing sovereignty over Tibet, 
the fifth Dalai Lama wielded absolute power until his death, although he 
skillfully delegated authority to competent ministers. One of these minis¬ 
ters, Sangye Gyatso, assumed power after his death, but he concealed his 
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master’s decease for several years, fearing that the news might halt con¬ 
struction of the Potala. When his duplicity was discovered, he was removed 
from office, and was later executed by the Mongol chieftain Hlasang. 


The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Tibet became increas¬ 
ingly isolated from its neighbors. When it first adopted Buddhism, it was 
surrounded by Buddhist civilizations, but by this time it was the only 
country in the region in which Buddhism was predominant. Despite a 
growing conviction that Tibet was the only land in which the true dharma 
flourished, outside influences were still generally welcomed. There were 
communities of Muslims in Tibet, whose members often performed tasks 
like butchering animals that were repugnant to Tibetan Buddhist sensibil¬ 
ities. Many Newaris from Nepal, whose religion was a mix of Hindu and 
Buddhist elements, were valued craftsmen, famous for their superb reli¬ 
gious artwork. 

In the seventeenth century, Tibet was also visited by Christian mission¬ 
aries. The first to arrive was the Jesuit Antonio d’Andrade, who traveled to 
Tsaparang in western Tibet in 1624. He was followed by two more Jesuits, 
Father Cacella and Father Cabral, in 1627, and by Capuchin clerics in 1707. 
At first some of the missionaries believed that they had stumbled on an 
ancient Christian community whose practice had degenerated. The mis¬ 
sions were remarkably unsuccessful, however, because most of the visitors 
never bothered to learn the Tibetan language well enough to communicate 
effectively. Instead, they tended to preach dogmatically and denounce 
Buddhism, with the result that they were perceived as rude and uncouth. 

An exception was the Jesuit Ippolito Desideri, who stayed in Lhasa from 
1716 to 1721. Unlike other Christian missionaries, he managed to learn 
Tibetan well, and he impressed the Tibetans he met with his erudition and 
demeanor. 58 Neither he nor his fellow missionaries, however, managed to 
convince more than a handful of Tibetans to convert. 

Mongol Intervention 

With the death of the fifth Dalai Lama, the inherent problems of a polit¬ 
ical system headed by reincarnating lamas became evident. The Great Fifth 
had consolidated power in his own hands as a result of skillful diplomacy 
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and his religious authority, but with his passing an interregnum period set 
in, during which his successor had to learn the intricacies of politics as well 
as the duties of the religious leader of the country Unfortunately, the sixth 
Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso, proved temperamentally unsuited for the 
position, and was not inclined to either statecraft or religion. Instead, his 
interests tended toward women and poetry He was enthroned as the sixth 
Dalai Lama in 1697, but he showed little proclivity toward religious affairs. 
When Tsangyang Gyatso reached the age of twenty, he renounced his 
monastic vows and moved out of the Potala to a small apartment in Lhasa. 

His abdication left a vacuum in Tibetan politics. Even after the long 
interregnum period following the death of his successor, Tibet was still 
without an effective leader. The problem was compounded by the fact that 
he governed not just by right of royal succession, as is the case with most 
human dynasties; his position as Dalai Lama provided him with a divine 
right to rule, despite his own ambivalence toward his position. The roots 
of the problem lay in the application of the system of governance by rein¬ 
carnating lamas—which had originally developed in relatively stable 
monastic institutions—to the political realm, in which strong and contin¬ 
uous leadership is essential. 59 

Since the time of Gushri Khan, Mongol interest in Tibetan affairs had 
diminished, but this changed when Hlasang, leader of the Dzungar Ori- 
ats, achieved supremacy among the Mongol commanders in 1697. He 
objected to Tsangyang Gyatso’s open flaunting of what he considered 
proper behavior for a Dalai Lama, especially his renunciation of his monas¬ 
tic vows. Despite his unusual behavior, however, the Tibetan people still 
considered him to be a true incarnation, whose actions were viewed as very 
subtle “skill in means.” 

Apparently unaware of the widespread popular support for the young 
Dalai Lama, in 1706 Hlasang, with the approval of the Manchu emperor 
Kangxi (1661—1722), sent a small armed force into Tibet. The Mongols exe¬ 
cuted the Regent Sangye Gyatso for his duplicity in concealing the death 
of the fifth Dalai Lama and captured Tsangyang Gyatso, declaring him a 
false incarnation. Kangxi then sent an imperial decree recognizing Hlasang 
as governor of Tibet. Hlasang agreed to an offer to become a vassal of 
China, but the imposition of foreign rule was widely resented by Tibetans, 
who neither recognized the new Mongol viceroy nor the authority of the 
Manchu emperor, who at any rate had no legal claim to overlordship of 
Tibet. 60 His Mongol predecessors had sporadically exercised control over 
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Tibet, but formal ties had languished after the fall of the Yuan dynasty, 
and there was little official contact during the Ming dynasty. Relations 
between Tibet and the Manchus had been of a diplomatic nature, and the 
Chinese rulers had exercised no effective authority in Tibet. 

In a move that underestimated the depth of popular Tibetan resentment 
toward his rule and of devotion to the Dalai Lama, Hlasang tried to per¬ 
suade the leading lamas to support his move to usurp Tsangyang Gyatso, 
but his overtures were refused. Despite this, Hlasang decided to remove 
the Dalai Lama from office. Tsangyang Gyatso was arrested and trans¬ 
ported to China, but he died on the way, and it was widely rumored that 
he was murdered by the Mongols. Hlasang attempted to replace him with 
another young lama named Ngawang Yeshe Gyatso, declaring that he was 
the true incarnation. This announcement was rejected by the Tibetans, 
who still considered Tsangyang Gyatso to be the Dalai Lama. When news 
of his death reached Tibet, the search for his successor began, despite the 
fact that Hlasang’s protege was still installed as Dalai Lama. 

The sixth Dalai Lama is best known for his romantic poetry, in which 
he celebrates his affairs with women. He adopted the dress and lifestyle of 
a layman and playboy, wearing his hair in long braids and adorning him¬ 
self with jewelry. His erotic verse celebrated the ecstasy and pain of roman¬ 
tic love, and his songs to his lovers are still sung today. For obvious reasons, 
his behavior was widely considered by people of his time to be improper 
for a Dalai Lama, but it would probably have been tolerated if political 
conditions had been different. Unfortunately for Tsangyang Gyatso, he 
became Dalai Lama during unstable times, and his open rejection of the 
duties of his position and the outward appearances that were expected of 
him earned him powerful enemies. 

The Seventh Dalai Lama 

Following Tsangyang Gyatso’s death, the search for his successor began. 
One of his poems was interpreted as foretelling that he would be reborn 
in Litang in eastern Tibet, and this became the area on which the search 
was focused. 

White crane, lend me your wings; 

I go no further than Litang 

And from there, return again. 
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Kelsang Gyatso, born in Litang in 1708, was judged to be the fulfillment 
of this prophecy, but due to ongoing political problems with the Mongols 
he could not be officially recognized. Kelsang Gyatso was not enthroned 
until 1720, after the Dzungar Mongols were expelled from Lhasa. This was 
effected with the help of the Manchus, which led to future political prob¬ 
lems. The ramifications are still felt in modern times, since Chinese lead¬ 
ers used it as a part of their claim to Tibet during and after the invasion in 
the 1950s. 

Kelsang Gyatso proved to be different from his predecessor and is 
renowned as an exemplary monk who lived a simple life in accordance 
with the rules of monastic discipline. He also wrote important works on 
several tantric sets, including Heruka Cakrasamvara, Vajrabhairava, Kala- 
cakra, and Guhyasamdja. He is perhaps best known for his spiritual poetry 
and his hymns and prayers. He died in 1757 at the age of fifty. 

Manchu Interest Wanes 

Kangxi died in 1722, and his son Yongzheng became emperor. Soon after 
his ascension to power, he removed the Chinese garrison that his father 
had established in Lhasa in the aftermath of the conflicts associated with 
the death of the sixth Dalai Lama. One effect of this move was a resur¬ 
gence of internecine rivalries in Tibet, which led to the murder of the min¬ 
ister Kangchen and the eventual victory of a Tibetan lay official named 
Pohla. For the next twenty years Pohla ruled Tibet, and his reign is gener¬ 
ally seen as a time of good government under a competent leader. 

The events leading up to this period established a pattern for Sino- 
Tibetan relations. During times when Tibet was stable, the Chinese rulers 
showed little interest in Tibetan affairs; imperial meddling and the Chi¬ 
nese military presence dwindled. When internal troubles arose, the 
emperor would personally intervene to restore order. During Pohla’s reign, 
contacts with China were reduced to mere formalities, and although he 
allowed the continuing fiction of Chinese supremacy, the emperor’s rep¬ 
resentatives ( amban ) had the status of observers who occasionally made 
suggestions to Tibetan leaders, but who exercised little influence in the 
country’s affairs. 
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Return to Religions Rule 

The brief period of lay rule by Pohla came to an end with his death in 1747. 
His son succeeded him, but proved to be poorly suited to the position. He 
was murdered by two Chinese ambans, who were concerned that he was 
intriguing with the Dzungar Mongols. In retaliation, a Tibetan mob killed 
the ambans, but the Dalai Lama was soon able to restore order. The Chi¬ 
nese emperor had prepared to send an armed force to Tibet, but was dis¬ 
suaded from this by the Dalai Lama, who assured him that the situation 
was under control. A small unit of soldiers arrived, but there was no fight¬ 
ing between Chinese and Tibetans. After their arrival, a public execution 
was staged, and the Tibetan government was reorganized. In the new sys¬ 
tem, the Dalai Lama was restored to power, and a council of four minis¬ 
ters was created. The seventh Dalai Lama ruled until his death in 1757, 
after which Tibet began a period of 130 years during which none of the 
Dalai Lamas assumed effective control. During this time, the country was 
ruled by a succession of regents, all of whom were Gelukpa monks. The 
eighth Dalai Lama, Jambel Gyatso, was uninterested in worldly affairs, and 
so although he lived to the age of forty-seven, the administration of the 
country was handled by regents. The next four Dalai Lamas died young. 
By and large, the regents managed to maintain stability, and as a result 
Chinese interest in Tibet diminished. The ambans generally played no role 
in Tibetan politics, and the post was apparently viewed as a punishment 
by Chinese officials. 61 


Trouble from the South 

Tibet’s next major crisis was precipitated by an ambitious ruler of the 
Gurkha region of Nepal. 62 In the period from 1768-69, he managed to 
extend his rule over the entire Nepal Valley, and eventually annexed an 
area roughly equal to the present-day state of Nepal. Flush with success, 
he set his sights on Tibet, and in 1792 Nepalese troops entered the coun¬ 
try and sacked the Panchen Lama’s monastery of Tashihliinpo. This 
prompted the Chinese emperor Qianlong to send a military force to coun¬ 
teract the Gurkha invasion. The Gurkhas were expelled, and the Tibetan 
administration was reorganized. The ambans were given greater authority 
to intervene in Tibetan affairs, but this new influence was short-lived. 
When Tibet was calm again, Chinese interest in its affairs waned, and the 
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emperor’s authority diminished. An example of how little effect the 
emperor’s wishes had in Tibet occurred in 1807, when two candidates 
emerged as favorites in the search for the ninth Dalai Lama. Qianlong had 
sent a golden urn to Tibet in 1793 with instructions that it should be used 
to select Dalai Lamas in a lottery system. The names of the leading candi¬ 
dates were to be placed in the urn, and the winner chosen by a random 
drawing. Despite this clear attempt to influence Tibetan affairs, the selec¬ 
tion process followed the traditional method, and the emperor’s urn was 
ignored. 

After Qianlong’s death in 1799 China was plunged into a period of social 
chaos. Rebellions broke out all over the country, and although the Manchu 
dynasty survived until 1911, it was greatly weakened. This meant that the 
Manchu emperors had little interest in Tibetan affairs. Ambam were still 
sent to Tibet, but they played no real role in its governance. 63 With the 
withdrawal of Chinese interest, Tibet became even more closed off from 
the outside, an attitude that was strengthened by the Gurkha invasion, 
which soured relations with its southern neighbor. 

By the end of the century, the Chinese presence in Tibet had been 
reduced to two ambans and their garrison of one hundred soldiers. These 
troops were mostly sons of Chinese soldiers and Tibetan mothers. They 
were born in Tibet, but because of their mixed heritage were generally 
shunned by both Chinese and Tibetans. Most spoke Tibetan and had 
never even visited China, and they were poorly trained and equipped. The 
Manchus were beset by troubles at home and were unable to spare any 
imperial troops for Tibet. The emperor continued to send missives to the 
Tibetan ministerial council and the Dalai Lamas, but neither he nor his 
representatives exerted any real influence in Tibetan politics. The actual 
situation was summed up by Claude White, the British Political Officer 
in Sikkim, who was quoted by Colonel Francis Younghusband as stating 
that China had “no authority whatever” in Tibet and that “China was 
suzerain over Tibet only in name.” 64 
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6: The Twentieth Century 


Foreign Conflicts 


T n 1875, Trinle Gyatso, the twelfth Dalai Lama, died after 
a short reign of two years. His successor, Tupden Gyatso 
(1876-1933), proved to be much longer-lived, and he be¬ 
came one of the greatest rulers in Tibetan history. After 
the death of Trinle Gyatso, search parties began looking 
for his reincarnation in southeastern Tibet, as this location had been 
revealed in a vision at Hlamo Latso, a lake located about ninety miles 
southeast of Lhasa. 

The thirteenth Dalai Lama was born in 1876 in Takpo Langdiin in 
southeast Tibet and recognized in 1878 as the reincarnation of Trinle 
Gyatso. Tupden Gyatso was born into a peasant family, and he was en¬ 
throned as Dalai Lama during a time of increasing tension for Tibet. He 
ascended to full power in 1895 and began a program to modernize the 
country. Some of his public statements indicate that he recognized Tibet’s 
friendlessness in the international community and the danger posed by the 
winds of change brewing in China, which would eventually engulf his 
country. Nor was China the only external danger, as was made clear in 
1903, when a British expedition led by Colonel Francis Younghusband 
entered Tibet and demanded that the government open trade relations 
with British India. 

Younghusband’s troops marched into the western part of central Tibet, 
where they met ineffectual resistance from local militias. The British forces 
captured Gyantse Fort, and later marched to Lhasa, but the Dalai Lama 
had fled. Younghusband then forced government officials to agree to a 
trade compact (generally referred to as the Anglo-Tibetan Convention of 
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1904) that was highly favorable to Britain, following which he withdrew 
to India. 


Events in Eastern Tibet 

It is now clear in hindsight that the British had no interest in adding Tibet 
to their substantial empire in South Asia, but they believed their strategic 
interests required that they prevent China or Russia from gaining a toe¬ 
hold there. Some of the provisions of the compact signed by Younghus- 
band and the Tibetan government bordered on establishing a protectorate 
in Tibet, but the British government repudiated these in the following 
year. While the British were content to remain at arm’s length, however, 
China grew increasingly concerned that foreign powers coveted a large 
piece of real estate that it was unable to rule or administer, but over which 
it still wished to retain sovereignty. 

The situation in eastern Tibet had been fluid for centuries. The weak 
Tibetan central government lacked the ability to administer outlying 
regions effectively, and in practice they were often effectively autonomous. 
This situation suited the traditionally independent residents of the east¬ 
ern provinces, who preferred to stay clear of the intrigues of central Tibetan 
politics and Chinese influences. During the imperial period, Kham had 
been under the administrative control of the Yarlung government, but fol¬ 
lowing its collapse it regained its autonomy, and in subsequent centuries 
it effectively faded from the sphere of interest of central Tibet. As a result, 
historical records for Kham (as well as Amdo and other areas in the east¬ 
ern part of the Tibetan plateau) tend to be fragmentary, and it is difficult 
to find reliable evidence for the history of this region. 

During the period of Sakya administration of Tibet beginning in the 
thirteenth century, the Sakya hierarchs established some large estates in 
the western part of Kham, but their leaders seem to have become 
autonomous after Sakya hegemony faded, and they had contacts with 
Chinas Ming dynasty after that. During the reign of the fifth Dalai Lama, 
much of Kham came under the control of the central Tibetan government, 
and several major Gelukpa monasteries were built there. 

Following the crisis sparked by the Dzungar invasion of Tibet and the 
capture of the sixth Dalai Lama, a formal boundary was established 
between Kham and the lands controlled by the Lhasa government. It was 
marked by a boundary pillar at Bumla—a pass in the southwest of Ba, and 
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extending along the west of the Dri River (the upper portion of the 
Yangtse). In 1918 the boundary was formalized in an agreement which 
certified that the area to the west of the boundary belonged to the Dalai 
Lama, while the other side was under the control of the Manchu emperor 
of China. 1 The rulers of these regions and important tribal chieftains were 
given seals of authority by the emperor and ruled as semi-independent 
feudatories. 

The Manchus continued to claim sovereignty over central Tibet and 
characterized the Lhasa government as a vassal state but, as we have seen, 
they lacked the power to enforce their claims, and their representatives, 
the ambam, had no real authority. Following the expulsion of the Gurkhas 
by Manchu forces, Chinas influence in central Tibetan affairs increased 
for a short period, but it soon returned to its previous nominal status. 

It is difficult to gauge the level of control China exerted over its pur¬ 
ported subordinates in eastern Tibet. The few accounts from the eigh¬ 
teenth and nineteenth centuries that exist indicate that it was probably 
nonexistent, except for areas near China. 2 Much of Kham was under the 
control of local chieftains, hereditary kings who ruled estates of varying 
sizes, and reincarnate lamas whose monasteries controlled surrounding 
lands. Amdo, to the north of Kham, appears to have enjoyed even greater 
autonomy. Mainly populated by semi-nomadic pastoralists, Amdo had 
few large population centers, although there were two major Gelukpa 
monasteries at Kumbum and Labrang, which maintained ties with the 
Dalai Lama’s government. 3 

The Nyarong Troubles 

As the Manchus’ problems worsened, they lost the will and ability to inter¬ 
fere in the affairs of this remote region, and so when a local chieftain 
named Gompo Namgyel (who ruled a region near Nyarong in eastern 
Kham) gained control over a large part of Kham, the Manchus were unable 
to do anything about it. An army dispatched from central Tibet overthrew 
and killed him in 1865, but the Qing rulers merely watched from a dis¬ 
tance and then conferred empty certificates on the victors. After this the 
Lhasa government set up an administrative office in Nyarong, and the 
rulers of the five Hor states and Derge were restored to power under its 
ultimate authority. The top administrator in Nyarong was the Nyarong 
Chikyab, and after 1913 this office was superseded by the Dome Chikyab, 
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a provincial governor. Although he had ultimate authority, in practice 
areas like Derge continued to be ruled by traditional kings (rgyalpo). 

Chinese Military Adventures in Eastern Tibet 

The Chinese government continued to claim all of Tibet as part of its ter¬ 
ritory, and the Lhasa government apparently saw no reason to anger China 
by pointing out that it had no administrators in Tibet, or that all aspects 
of Tibetan government and administration were solely in Tibetan hands, 
with no oversight, funding, or administrative control from Beijing. This 
changed following the Younghusband expedition and the signing of the 
Anglo-Tibetan Convention. The Manchu rulers decided to establish a net¬ 
work of sectors under Chinese control in eastern Tibet. In 1909 Chinese 
troops led by Ma Weiqi and later Zhao Erfeng invaded the area, destroyed 
several major monasteries, and killed thousands of monks and lay 
Tibetans. Tibetan administrators were removed from office and replaced 
by Chinese. 

In 1907 Zhao sent a military expedition into Kham, which seized thou¬ 
sands of loads of grain from the local inhabitants without making any 
repayment. The Throne Holder of Ganden and the Kashag sent a letter of 
protest to the amban, Lianyu, but he refused to forward it to Beijing. 
Although this was interpreted by Tibetans as a sign that the ambans were 
in collaboration with Zhao, it was probably a reflection of the emperor’s 
weakness. As the Manchu dynasty was breaking up, some of its generals 
acted independently of the central government and pursued their own 
programs of conquest and pillage. 

In 1910, Zhao’s forces reached Lhasa, but the Dalai Lama had fled to 
India along with his ministers, and so there was no one with whom to 
negotiate surrender. Zhao’s advance to Lhasa had been accompanied by 
widespread brutality, and a number of monasteries had been sacked. Many 
Tibetans had been tortured or killed. The general thus came to be known 
among Tibetans as “Zhao the Butcher.” 4 

Zhao’s forces attempted to usurp control of Tibet, but were met with 
widespread resistance by the Tibetan people, who refused to cooperate 
with the invaders. In order to consolidate his power, he publicly 
announced that the Dalai Lama, who was still in India, was being removed 
from office. This proclamation, however, was widely ignored by the 
Tibetans, who continued to pray for his return. In 1911 Zhao’s attempts to 
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gain control unraveled after Sun Yat-sen and the Nationalists overthrew 
the Manchu dynasty. When the news reached Lhasa, some of the Chinese 
troops mutinied, and Zhao retreated to his capital in Szechuan. He was 
executed in 1912 by the Nationalist leader Yin Qangheng. The dispirited 
Chinese troops left behind in Tibet eventually surrendered. When Tibetan 
control was restored, the Kashag, realizing that there was no longer any 
purpose in continuing the fictions of Chinese overlordship or the rem¬ 
nants of the “priest-patron” relationship, expelled all Chinese officials and 
soldiers. 

Chinese forces were expelled from central Tibet, but military hegemons 
continued to rule areas of Kham. A militia under the control of the Tibetan 
general Champa Tendar was dispatched to Kham, where it successfully 
battled Chinese commanders, resulting in a peace agreement in 1918 that 
gave control over much of Kham to the Lhasa government. China was 
given hegemony over the territories to the east of a border along the Dri 
River (including the Hor states and Nyarong), but Derge and Peyul were 
under the control of the Tibetan government. 

This situation continued until 1930-1933, when armed conflicts broke 
out between Gelukpa monasteries and institutions belonging to other 
orders. Chinese and Tibetan troops clashed in eastern Tibet, and the end 
result was that the Tibetan forces lost, and territories of Kham to the east 
of the Dri River came under the control of Chinese warlords. Records of 
the time indicate, however, that actual Chinese authority was largely 
restricted to areas near military garrisons and that the local inhabitants 
were largely autonomous. 

The Nationalists Claim Tibet 

Soon after gaining control over China, the Nationalists began to set their 
sights on Tibet, which they recognized as having strategic importance due 
to its location at the top of Central Asia, with borders on India, Nepal, 
Mongolia, and Russia. Another consideration was a Chinese belief that 
Tibet contained vast stores of natural resources, which was reflected in the 
Chinese term for the region—Xizang, meaning “Western Treasure 
House.” Perhaps the most important factor was the government’s nation¬ 
alist agenda, which included promises to make China strong again. This 
involved, among other things, reconquering areas that had belonged to the 
Qing dynasty but that had become independent either as a result of colo- 
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nialism or indigenous liberation movements. Tibet was singled out as the 
most important of these territories, and it was characterized as the “back 
door to the apartments” of China. As long as it remained independent or 
under the influence of foreign powers, the Nationalists proclaimed that 
China would be weakened and vulnerable. 

The new government soon began asserting a hereditary right to Tibet, 
claiming that it had been a Chinese vassal since the twelfth century. The 
Tibetan leadership quickly realized the threat posed by a resurgent China 
and moved to sever all relations. There was no longer any possibility of 
renewing the “priest-patron” relationship, since the Nationalists were res¬ 
olutely secular. The old system had continued as a shared fiction with the 
Manchus, but with China now threatening to annex Tibet and assume 
effective control, Tibet formally declared its independence. 

Despite its inability to influence Tibet’s internal affairs, the Nationalist 
government continued to proclaim its sovereignty over the country, and 
other nations, unwilling to anger China and uninterested in a remote 
region with few known natural resources, acquiesced by their silence. For 
the next several decades China was in a state of internal turmoil, which 
eventually ended with the defeat of the Nationalists by the Communists 
led by Mao Zedong.‘’The interregnum period allowed Tibet a brief respite, 
but this proved to be merely a calm before a growing storm. 

The Dalai Lama’s Attempts at Modernization 

After his return to Lhasa, the Dalai Lama, recognizing Tibet’s tenuous 
position in relation to its neighbors, initiated several measures designed to 
protect the country and bring it into the international community. He 
began by creating Tibet’s first standing army, which was financed by a tax 
on all estates in Tibet. This led to conflict with the Panchen Lama, whose 
monastery of Tashihlunpo was the most powerful landowning institution 
in the country. The Panchen Lama lost the confrontation and was forced 
to flee to China in 1923. 6 

In order to foster understanding of the outside world, the Dalai Lama 
sent a number of young Tibetans to England for schooling, and he also 
attempted to create a Western-style system of education in Tibet. This 
move was strongly resisted by monastic leaders, who saw it as a threat to 
their long-standing hegemony over education and who feared that foreign 
ideas might undermine the position of Buddhism in the country. The 
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monasteries had become deeply conservative and resistant to change, and 
their leaders were opposed to any innovations in society or religion. 
Despite the nominal supremacy of the Dalai Lama, their power was so 
great that their conservatism eventually defeated his attempts at modern¬ 
izing the educational system. 

The Death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama 

With the death of the thirteenth Dalai Lama in 1933, Tibet again entered 
an interregnum period. This occurred at an inopportune time, because a 
combination of Chinese manipulation of foreign powers and Tibetan 
insularity had isolated the country from the outside world. In his attempts 
to enlist foreign allies, the thirteenth Dalai Lama discovered that Tibet had 
no friends in the international community and lacked the military 
resources to repel a determined foreign invasion. On its borders a new 
power was growing, one that would eventually engulf Tibet, and all of the 
Dalai Lama’s efforts to forestall catastrophe ultimately came to nothing. 
In a famous statement shortly before his death, he warned his people of 
imminent danger from foreign invasion and predicted that unless Tibet 
adopted his modernization policies the country would be overrun, its peo¬ 
ple killed or enslaved, and its religion destroyed. 7 Despite his personal 
authority, however, after his death the reforms were mostly scuttled, and 
Tibet returned to its policy of deeply conservative isolationism. 


The Fourteenth Dalai Lama 
Reting Rinpoche Ascends to Power 

In January of 1934, Reting Rinpoche Jambel Yeshe was selected to be 
regent during the interregnum period. The monastic leaders in Lhasa in¬ 
sisted that the regent be a tiilku, an incarnate lama (sprul sku; pronounced 
“tiilku”). When the leading candidates withdrew their names from con¬ 
sideration, the choice fell to Reting Rinpoche, who at the time was only 
twenty-four years old. Although he was a widely respected tiilku, he had 
little experience in a role of political leadership. 

Unfortunately for the stability of the country, he proved to be corrupt 
and heavy-handed in his rule. At the beginning of his reign his authority 
was limited, but within a few years he gained supreme power in Tibetan 
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politics. After consolidating his position, Reting Rinpoche began to 
openly flout the conventions of monastic behavior, and his personal let¬ 
ters indicate that despite being a monk he engaged in affairs with women. 
There was also speculation that he had sexual relations with men. 8 In addi¬ 
tion, he is reported to have spent money lavishly and recklessly, and his 
monastery made huge profits as a result of the special trading advantages 
he granted it. These factors, along with widespread reports of his corrup¬ 
tion, fueled popular resentment toward his regime. 

How Tiilkus are Selected 

Perhaps Reting Rinpoche’s greatest positive contribution was his leader¬ 
ship in the search for the fourteenth Dalai Lama, who was discovered in 
Taktse and who proved to be an excellent choice to lead Tibet in its com¬ 
ing time of crisis. As we have seen, from the time of the Great Fifth, the 
Dalai Lamas who reached maturity exercised temporal and spiritual lead¬ 
ership in Tibet, and so their testing was taken very seriously by those 
involved in the selection process. 

The tiilku system is an extension of the logic of the Buddhist under¬ 
standing of karma and rebirth and the Mahayana system of spiritual devel¬ 
opment. According to Buddhist doctrine, every sentient being is reborn 
over and over again in a beginningless cycle, and so from this point of view 
every creature is a reincarnation. Most, however, are unaware of this, and 
few people remember their past lives. The reason for this can be found in 
the process of death, in which the coarser levels of consciousness drop 
away, resulting in the eradication of the personality of one’s past life. Some¬ 
times, however, the process is incomplete, particularly if one’s past life con¬ 
tained particularly powerful events that left deep imprints. 9 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, however, through meditative training 
it is possible to gain access to deeply buried memories of past lives and 
become consciously aware of them. This ability is considered to be com¬ 
mon among advanced meditators, people who have learned to access sub¬ 
tle levels of mind. Such people are said to be able to perceive the events of 
their past lives. At higher levels of realization, it is thought that people can 
even develop the ability consciously to choose a rebirth, rather than sim¬ 
ply being helplessly drawn into it. Advanced bodhisattvas have the ability 
to determine the life situations that best enable them to work for the bene¬ 
fit of others, and they consciously will themselves into these situations. 
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The logic of the tiilku system is based on these ideas: all sentient beings 
are constantly reincarnating, and some exceptional beings are pursuing the 
path to awakening, motivated by compassion and working for the benefit 
of others. Since it is possible in principle to determine one’s past births, it 
stands to reason that some beings will continually reincarnate themselves 
in a distinguishable lineage in a particular place for a particular group of 
people. Among Tibetans, such people are called tiilkus, and they are greatly 
revered because Tibetans believe that their rebirths are motivated by com¬ 
passion. Tibetan Buddhism has developed elaborate systems for detecting 
and testing candidates in order to ensure that the person recognized as a 
tiilku is actually the reincarnation of a previous teacher. The most rigor¬ 
ous of these tests are those used to find a new Dalai Lama. Since he is 
regarded as the greatest of all Tibetan incarnate lamas and is the temporal 
and spiritual leader of Tibet, it is extremely important that the right per¬ 
son be found, and a number of fail-safe devices have been developed in 
order to ensure this. 


The Testing Procedure 

There are many degrees of tiilkus, from the great incarnations like the 
Dalai Lamas, the Panchen Lamas, and the Gyelwa Karmapas, to minor 
figures who are associated with a particular area or with a monastery. The 
degree of care given to the testing procedure varies accordingly. For minor 
incarnations, the choice is sometimes made after a perfunctory search and 
often motivated by political considerations. For major tiilkus, however, a 
great deal of care is taken to ensure the accuracy of the process. 

Some lamas make the process of finding a successor relatively easy: the 
Gyelwa Karmapas, for instance, traditionally write instructions to their 
followers concerning where they will be reborn, often including such in¬ 
formation as family name, details of one or more parents, and time of 
birth. Their disciples open the letter at a prearranged time after the Kar¬ 
mapas death, follow the master’s instructions, and according to tradition 
the predictions are always accurate. 10 

Most lamas, however, do not make it so easy for their disciples. In the 
case of the Dalai Lamas, when one is about to die, he will commonly make 
general predictions about his rebirth, but these must be supplemented by 
further tests in order to insure that the correct incarnation is located. 
When the thirteenth Dalai Lama foresaw his death, for example, he pre- 
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dieted that he would take rebirth in the eastern part of Tibet. After he 
passed away in 1933, this prediction was corroborated by a number of 
unusual signs, all pointing toward the east. One of the most striking of 
these occurred when an attendant looked into the sealed chamber that held 
the remains of the thirteenth Dalai Lama and found that the head of the 
corpse was turned toward the east, rather than south, the position in which 
it had originally been placed. After it was returned to the original position, 
it again was found facing toward the east after a few days. The state ora¬ 
cles gave signs that the incarnation was to be found in the east, and a large 
fungus began to grow on the eastern part of a pillar of the Potala. Another 
sign was the appearance of rainbows and auspiciously shaped cloud for¬ 
mations in the sky, all of them pointing toward the east. 

The Search for the Fourteenth Dalai Lama 

The beginning of the search was marked by a trip by Reting Rinpoche to 
the lake Hlamo Latso. This lake is well known as a source of visions, and 
Hlamo Latso had earlier provided a vision that aided in the discovery of 
the thirteenth Dalai Lama. Reting Rinpoche and other high-ranking 
lamas journeyed there in hopes of a similar vision. As Reting Rinpoche 
approached the lake, he saw on its surface the Tibetan letters a, ka, and 
ma. Then a three-tiered monastery appeared, followed by the sight of a 
road leading from the monastery toward the east and passing by a house 
near a small hill. The house had turquoise-colored tiles around the roof, 
and a brown and white dog was in the yard. Reting Rinpoche also saw a 
young boy standing in the yard. 

After Reting Rinpoche returned to Lhasa, search parties were sent 
toward eastern Tibet, since it seemed clear that this was the area where the 
Dalai Lama’s reincarnation was to be found. One party traveled to the 
province of Amdo, to the area of Kumbum, where they saw a monastery 
that closely resembled the vision in the lake. The members of the party 
began to inquire about children who had been born recently in the area 
and examined some likely candidates. After testing several young boys, it 
was determined that none was the new Dalai Lama, but the search party 
then decided to test a boy in Taktse and two other candidates recom¬ 
mended by the seventh Panchen Lama. Kutsang Rinpoche, a member of 
the search party, went to examine the boy from Taktse with a government 
official named LosangTsewang and two attendants. They were concerned 
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that the presence of a high-ranking lama and government dignitaries 
might cause people to try to sell them on a particular candidate, and so 
they hid their true intentions and disguised themselves as merchants on 
business. Kutsang Rinpoche dressed as a servant, and Losang Tsewang pre¬ 
tended to be the leader of the party. 

As they approached the village of Taktse, they passed several famous 
temples, the most important of which was the Shartsong Temple in which 
Tsong Khapa had taken his novice vows after deciding to become a monk. 
This was viewed as highly significant, and their hopes continued to rise 
when they saw a small dwelling that matched the description of the house 
in Reting Rinpoche’s vision. As they approached the entrance, a brown 
and white dog began to bark at them, and the woman of the house came 
out to see what had caused the commotion. Losang Tsewang asked her if 
he could use her facilities to make some tea, and she showed him into the 
house. As Kutsang Rinpoche walked into the courtyard, he noticed that 
the roof had turquoise tiles like the ones that Reting Rinpoche had seen 
in his vision and that the house matched his description in other aspects. 

Kutsang Rinpoche entered the kitchen and began making tea. As he was 
waiting for water to boil, a two-year-old boy walked up to him, sat in his 
lap, and began to play with the prayer beads around the disguised lama’s 
neck. These beads had belonged to the thirteenth Dalai Lama. The young 
boy, named Hlamo Dondrup, then told Kutsang Rinpoche that the beads 
were his, and Kutsang Rinpoche offered to give them to the child if he could 
guess the lama’s true identity. The boy said, “You are a lama of Sera,” which 
was true. The boy then correctly identified Losang Tsewang. This was 
remarkable, since he had never been outside of his small village, and the 
two were dressed as merchants. Hlamo Dondrup then announced that the 
other two attendants were from Sera Monastery, which was also correct. 

The members of the delegation still did not tell the parents the true pur¬ 
pose of their visit, and after spending the night in the house they left. As 
they were preparing to go, the boy came to see them and asked that they 
take him with them. He was so insistent that they finally had to console 
him by telling him that they would return later. 

Testing the Candidate 

The members of the search party fulfilled their promise shortly thereafter, 
and when they returned they asked the boy’s parents for permission to 
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speak to their son alone. This was a precautionary measure, because it is 
considered a great honor to have an incarnate lama appear in a family, and 
the search party wanted to ensure that the parents did not coach or 
influence their son. 

The key test involved placing a number of articles in front of the boy 
and asking him to choose from among them. Some were personal articles 
belonging to the thirteenth Dalai Lama, and others were duplicates. Some 
were exact duplicates, and others were better-made and more aesthetically 
appealing. Among the objects were the former Dalai Lama’s eyeglasses, a 
bowl, a silver pencil, his prayer beads, a small hand drum, and his walk¬ 
ing stick. Hlamo Dondrup came into the room and began the test. He was 
first presented with a choice of prayer beads, and he chose the beads 
belonging to the thirteenth Dalai Lama without hesitation. Kutsang Rin- 
poche then presented him with two walking sticks, and the boy at first 
reached for the wrong one, and then corrected himself and chose the right 
one. This apparent mistake was actually seen as being significant, since the 
first stick had briefly belonged to the thirteenth Dalai Lama before he gave 
it to a friend. Hlamo Dondrup correctly chose from among the remain¬ 
ing items. The final choice was between the hand drum of the thirteenth 
Dalai Lama, which was rather worn out, and a beautifully crafted drum 
that was much better made than the other one. Hlamo Dondrup unhesi¬ 
tatingly chose the thirteenth Dalai Lama’s drum, and then began twirling 
it in the correct manner. 

This test was significant, but not definitive. Tradition holds that Dalai 
Lamas are marked with specific physical signs, and the boy was examined 
for these. Some of the signs are: large ears, long eyes, streaks on the legs 
like a tiger’s stripes, and a conch-shell shaped imprint on one hand. All of 
these were found on the boy, and this finally convinced the members of 
the search party that the correct incarnation had been located. 

The testing did not end there, however. Given the importance of the 
Dalai Lama, it is necessary to be absolutely certain, and so after the author¬ 
ities in Lhasa were notified of the search party’s findings, the state oracles 
were consulted, and they confirmed that Hlamo Dondrup was indeed the 
reincarnation of the thirteenth Dalai Lama. 

The members of the search party also recognized that the area in which 
Hlamo Dondrup was born matched Reting Rinpoche’s vision of the 
Tibetan letters a, ka, and ma in Hlamo Latso. A is the first letter of Amdo, 
the province in which the village of Taktse is located, and ka is the first let- 
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ter in Kumbum, the most important monastery of the area. In addition, 
ka and ma are a part of the name of a monastery in Taktse named Karma 
Shartsong. Since the thirteenth Dalai Lama had spent time there in a 
retreat in 1909, this was seen as being particularly significant. He had left 
a pair of his boots there as a blessing, which led the villagers to believe that 
a great lama would be born there in the future. He had also passed the 
house in which Hlamo Dondrup was born and remarked that it was a 
beautiful place. These were recognized as confirmations of the search 
party’s decision. 

Auspicious Events Surrotmding the Dalai Lama’s Birth 

The members of the search party wanted to bring the child to Lhasa, where 
he could begin his formal training. Even though Dalai Lamas are consid¬ 
ered to be manifestations of the buddha Avalokitesvara and retain memo¬ 
ries of past lives, with each incarnation they must begin their education 
anew. 11 

The birth of the fourteenth Dalai Lama was also accompanied by a 
number of auspicious signs. Oddly enough, the villagers of Taktse had 
expected that a high lama would be born among them because their crops 
had been unusually poor for several years. A popular Tibetan belief holds 
that good crops are preceded by bad ones, and the unusual run of bad luck 
was interpreted as an auspicious sign that something particularly good was 
about to happen to the village. The family of Hlamo Dondrup had also 
undergone some hard times: they had lost a number of heads of livestock 
for no apparent reason, and his father had been afflicted by a mysterious 
illness shortly before the birth of Hlamo Dondrup. The boy was born at 
dawn on July 6,1935, and when he emerged from his mother’s womb, his 
eyes were wide open, which she thought was very unusual. As soon as 
Hlamo Dondrup, the family’s fifth child, was born, his father recovered 
from his illness. 

As he grew, his parents realized that he was unusually bright, but they 
had no idea that he was the fourteenth Dalai Lama. There were other aus¬ 
picious signs that his parents later recognized as being significant, such as 
the fact that shortly after the boy’s birth two crows (who are associated 
with the buddha Mahakala) sat on the roof of the house for awhile. It was 
recalled that a similar event had occurred with the births of the first, sev¬ 
enth, eighth, and twelfth Dalai Lamas. The first Dalai Lama was saved by 
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a crow as an infant when bandits raided the tent of his nomad parents. 
When the parents found him, the bandits had left, and he was being 
guarded by a large black crow. 

Hlamo Dondrup’s parents also reported that from an early age the 
child’s favorite game was to sit on the windowsill of the house and pretend 
that he was traveling to Lhasa. He often played at packing his bags for a 
journey to Lhasa and would announce to his parents that he was leaving. 

The New Dalai Lama Travels to Lhasa 

Although the search party was eager to bring the young Dalai Lama to 
Lhasa, their departure was prevented by the intervention of a local Chi¬ 
nese Muslim warlord named Ma Bufeng, whose troops controlled the area. 
He suspected that the presence of search parties in his area indicated that 
the Tibetans believed that their new Dalai Lama had been born there, and 
when the members of the search party asked him for permission to bring 
young Hlamo Ddndrup to Lhasa, Ma Bufeng decided that the young boy 
was probably the successful candidate. Recognizing the value of the Dalai 
Lama to Tibetans, he asked for an outrageous sum of money. He initially 
asked for about $92,000, and when the Tibetans produced the money, he 
then raised the price by an additional $300,000 and asked for other valu¬ 
able gifts, including the robes of the past Dalai Lama and an edition of the 
Buddhist canon. Realizing that they had no real choice, the Tibetan gov¬ 
ernment with great difficulty raised the money and sent the required gifts 
to the warlord. 

After the ransom had been paid, the party set out for Lhasa in August 
of 1939 with the blessings of the boy’s parents. Although he had not been 
officially recognized as the Dalai Lama, he was treated as such, and peo¬ 
ple along the route to Lhasa came out in droves to see the young incarna¬ 
tion. At first the boy seemed distressed by the journey, but as he 
approached Lhasa he became very happy. 

At a place that was still ten days from Lhasa, he was greeted by a dele¬ 
gation of the highest-ranking lamas and government officials. The whole 
party traveled in state to the holy city. He first caught sight of Lhasa on 
the morning of October 6,1939. A huge tent encampment had been con¬ 
structed on a plain about two miles from the city, in accordance with tra¬ 
ditional protocol for the greeting of newly recognized Dalai Lamas. 
Prominent religious leaders and government officials gathered there, along 
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with huge crowds of onlookers, and traditional ceremonies were per¬ 
formed. On October 8, the Dalai Lama was escorted into the city, while a 
Tibetan band played “God Save the King,” which had been learned from 
British emissaries. Huge crowds turned out for the procession, and ambas¬ 
sadors arrived from China, India, Nepal, and Bhutan. The Nechung ora¬ 
cle also attended, taking possession of the body of his human host and 
performing a dance in honor of the Dalai Lama. Approaching the boy, the 
oracle bowed down and presented him with a ceremonial scarf, called a 
kata. The young Dalai Lama placed it over the oracle’s neck in blessing. 

The procession traveled to the Norbulingka, summer residence of the 
Dalai Lamas, and as Hlamo Dondrup passed a small box in his quarters, 
he said, “My teeth are in that box.” When it was opened, a set of dentures 
belonging to the thirteenth Dalai Lama was discovered inside. 

After several weeks, Hlamo Dondrup was ordained as a Buddhist monk 
and given the ordination name of Jetsun Jambel Ngawang Losang Yeshe 
Tenzin Gyatso—Most Venerable, Elegant Glory, Eloquent, Intelligent, 
Upholder of the Teaching, Ocean of Wisdom. On February 22, 1940, 
shortly before his fifth birthday, Tenzin Gyatso was enthroned as the four¬ 
teenth Dalai Lama in a grand ceremony in the Potala. His official 
enthronement in 1940 was attended by representatives from the British 
government in India, the King of Nepal, the Maharajas of Sikkim and 
Bhutan, and a Chinese representative named Wu Zhongxin. 


The Interregnum Period 

In a surprising move, in December of 1940 Reting Rinpoche offered his 
resignation to the Kashag. He explained that he had received portents in 
dreams that his life would be threatened if he did not resign. Considering 
the regent’s fascination with the exercise of power and his indulgence in 
the perquisites of office, this explanation was probably a smokescreen, but 
his actual reasons for resigning are still a matter of debate. Goldstein spec¬ 
ulates that Reting may have been reluctant to supervise the monastic ordi¬ 
nation of the young Dalai Lama because he had broken his own vows. 12 
His numerous affairs had rendered him unfit to bestow ordination, and if 
he had given monastic vows to the Dalai Lama they would have been void 
because of Reting’s transgressions. Although he was clearly willing to vio¬ 
late his own vows, he may have been unwilling to risk the crisis that could 
have resulted from an improperly ordained Dalai Lama. 
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During this period, the rest of the world was in the throes of World War 
II, but Tibet remained virtually untouched by the international conflict. 
An attempt to involve Tibet occurred in 1942, when the Chinese and 
British governments requested permission to build a supply route through 
Tibet because the route between India and China through Burma had 
been cut off by the Japanese. Unwilling to allow Chinese troops or sup¬ 
plies into its territory, Tibet refused the request. The Chinese government 
threatened to attack Tibet unless the government changed its position, but 
when Tibetan troops were sent to the border the Chinese relented and 
withdrew the surveyors who had been sent to plan the road. After the 
British government requested that Tibet reconsider its position, the 
Kashag relented and allowed Britain to transport goods through Tibet, 
provided that they were not of a military nature. 

The Peoples Republic of China 

After the conclusion of World War II, the Chinese Communists made a 
bid for power, which eventually led to the flight of Chiang Kai-shek to Tai¬ 
wan and the triumph of the Communists. Soon after assuming full power 
the Communist government made it clear that it intended to annex Tibet 
and make it a part of China. Deeply concerned about the threat posed by 
the Communists, in July 1949 the Tibetan government expelled all Chi¬ 
nese officials from the country. 

On October 1, 1949, a new government that referred to itself as “The 
People’s Republic of China” was inaugurated in Beijing. Now that China 
was united under a strong central government, it possessed much more 
power than the weak Nationalists. The Communist government soon 
announced that it intended to unite all of China and “reintegrate” Tibet 
into the “motherland.” Apparently believing that Tibet had always been a 
part of China, the Communist leaders suspected that the expulsion of Chi¬ 
nese officials and severance of relations had been due to interference by 
“Western imperialists” and “counterrevolutionaries.” 

The Peoples Liberation Army Invades Kham 

On January 1,1950, the New Year’s broadcast from Beijing announced that 
in the coming year the People’s Liberation Army would liberate Tibet from 
foreign imperialists and reintegrate it with the motherland. In August of 
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the same year, a massive earthquake shook Tibet, and its tremors were felt 
all over the country. As far away as Calcutta, people ran from theaters when 
the shockwaves hit. Mountains were toppled, and the course of the 
Brahmaputra river was altered. The sky over southeastern Tibet burned 
with an ominous red glow, and people remembered that several years ear¬ 
lier the Nechung Oracle had faced eastward while in a trance and predicted 
in great agitation that Tibet was threatened with grave danger. This was 
followed by the appearance in 1949 of a bright comet in the sky, which was 
interpreted as a further harbinger of war. In addition, the top of an ancient 
column at the base of the Potala was found shattered one morning. This 
had been built in 763 in commemoration of Tibet’s victory over China. 

Following these events, reports came into Lhasa from the east indicat¬ 
ing that Chinese troops were massing at the border. The Tibetans prepared 
to meet them with small, poorly-armed, undisciplined local militias. The 
Chinese army was spearheaded by an advance force of twenty thousand 
combat-hardened troops armed with modern weapons. 

When Chinese troops began pouring into Kham, the Tibetan militias 
were easily overcome. Kham was given up after only token resistance. With 
a foothold established in eastern Tibet, the People’s Liberation Army set 
its sights on Lhasa. 


The Fourteenth Dalai Lama Assumes Power 

Tenzin Gyatso’s early years were mainly taken up with the intensive pro¬ 
gram of study expected of Dalai Lamas, and during this time Tibet con¬ 
tinued to be ruled by regents. With the Chinese incursions in eastern 
Tibet, the central government convened a special session with the two 
main state oracles, Nechung and Gadong. The Dalai Lama was in atten¬ 
dance, along with leading government officials and abbots from the major 
monasteries. Both oracles indicated that he should assume power imme¬ 
diately, although he had not yet reached the normal age at which Dalai 
Lamas take on their temporal duties. Taktra Rinpoche, who had succeeded 
Reting Rinpoche as regent, resigned soon after, and the Dalai Lama 
assumed full temporal and religious control on November 17,1950, at the 
age of sixteen. 

The full extent ofTibet’s friendlessness in the international community 
was brought home when it appealed to the United Nations for help soon 
after the Dalai Lama’s ascension to power. The members of the U.N., 
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unwilling to provoke a conflict with China over a small and isolated coun¬ 
try, rebuffed the Tibetans, stating that Tibet was not a member nation, and 
so its appeal would not be considered. 

During the Dalai Lama’s early tenure as ruler, China made increasingly 
bold forays into eastern Tibet, meeting little effective resistance. The Dalai 
Lama attempted to come to terms with the Chinese government and to 
find a way to reach a peaceful agreement, but the Chinese leadership was 
bent on conquest. 

After establishing a power base in eastern Tibet, the People’s Liberation 
Army began moving toward Lhasa. Along the way it met with sporadic 
but ineffectual Tibetan resistance, and on September 9,1951, three thou¬ 
sand troops of the Eighteenth Route Army marched into Lhasa, waving 
portraits of Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai above their heads, holding aloft 
a Chinese flag with four small circles around a blazing yellow sun. The 
orbs symbolized the small states that China considered to be a part of its 
territory, and the sun was the Han-controlled central areas of China. One 
of the orbs was Tibet, which was now under direct Chinese control for the 
first time in its history. 

Within months additional Chinese troops flooded into Lhasa. They 
were met by angry Tibetans, who shouted insults and spat at them. This 
had no effect on the Chinese, and within a short time there were twenty 
thousand troops in Lhasa. Initially the Chinese conducted themselves with 
restraint and did not react to the Tibetans’ antagonism. Proclaiming that 
their invasion was a “liberation” that would bring prosperity to Tibet, the 
Chinese promised schools, hospitals, roads, and other modem improve¬ 
ments. The new overlords ofTibet soon constructed a movie theater, bank, 
and hospital, but ironically they were reserved for Chinese officials and 
Tibetan collaborators, while the “masses” were not permitted to sample 
these symbols of modernization. 

It soon became clear that the foreign invaders and their ideology were 
incompatible with Tibetan culture. While the communists firmly believed 
that Marxism was the cure for all the world’s problems and that commu- 
nization would create a perfect society, the Tibetans looked for rewards 
beyond the present life, since as Buddhists they believed that any sort of 
mundane existence is unsatisfactory. It seems clear that the Chinese ini¬ 
tially expected that the Tibetans would join them in throwing off the “yoke 
of oppression” represented by Tibetan institutions and leaders. David Patt 
contends that in the early stages of the invasion 
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they must have believed their own propaganda, that the Tibetan serfs 
would rise up to join their Chinese brothers and sisters to throw off 
the chains of feudalism. But events proved that the vast chasm that 
separated Communist China from Buddhist Tibet—in terms of reli¬ 
gion, culture, language, history and political ethos—was so vast, so 
utterly unbridgeable, that in the end the Chinese must have come to 
the conclusion that the only way they could liberate Tibet was to 
destroy it. 13 


The Dalai Lama’s Attempts at Mediation 

In spite of these differences, the Dalai Lama took on the task of negotiat¬ 
ing with the Chinese. In July of 1954 he accepted an invitation to meet 
with Mao in Beijing, hoping to forestall further Chinese aggression. 
Although he reported that his talks with the Chinese leader were cordial, 
when he returned to Tibet he saw that the invaders were in the process of 
transforming his homeland. By 1955 the process of collectivization was 
underway, with Kham and Amdo bearing the brunt of the changes at first. 
Chinese troops began confiscating arms, property, livestock, and posses¬ 
sions, and then they created communes. The people who were being 
forced into the new system resisted these moves. The Chinese answer was 
to use violence to force Tibetans into the golden age that awaited them. 
Local leaders, wealthy landowners, and religious figures were rounded up 
and subjected to public thamzing (“struggle sessions”), in which they were 
berated for their “crimes against the people” and forced to confess. Con¬ 
fession was generally preceded by beating and often followed by execution. 
Local people who refused to participate were accused of being “collabora¬ 
tors” or “reactionaries” and themselves subjected to thamzing. As John Ave- 
don notes, a thamzing session was 

a carefully orchestrated undertaking, much like a collective Passion 
play. Thamzing proper took place with the people seated on the 
ground before a tribunal of Chinese officials ensconced behind a 
table. An opening speech was made by the ranking Chinese. In it the 
people were informed that thamzing was not a matter of one or two 
meetings, but would continue until a full confession, followed by 
repentance, had been obtained—until the accused himself, ‘with the 
help of his revolutionary brothers,’ had cleansed his mind of reac- 
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tionary thoughts. Furthermore, it was designed to teach the ‘serfs’ to 
stand up, unafraid of their masters, and expose past injustices. On 
this dramatic note—with the official gesturing angrily and yelling, 
‘Bring that bad person in!’—the prisoner would be led to the head 
of the crowd, and made to bend over from the waist, hands on knees, 
eyes to the ground. A list of crimes was then read from the charge 
sheets, the official saying at the conclusion: ‘These are the crimes 
committed by this person. It is now for the people to help him admit 
his evil ways and decide the punishment he should receive.’ At this 
signal the first accuser, invariably an ‘activist’ in Chinese employ, 
would spring up, race forward, and denounce the ‘exploiter,’ by 
yelling such epithets as ‘Kill the stinking dog! Skin him alive! Your 
mother’s corpse! Your father’s heart! Confess your crimes!’ After 
recounting the supposed suffering he had been subjected to, the wit¬ 
ness would beat the victim, rebels often being thrashed by their 
guards with the butt end of a rifle. In these cases, it would frequently 
be the task of those at the meeting to execute the victim. 14 

These struggle sessions were accompanied by carefully orchestrated 
attempts to undermine the people’s attachment to their culture and dimin¬ 
ish their respect for religious leaders and institutions. Chinese soldiers 
commonly tortured monks and nuns in front of crowds of horrified 
Tibetans. Monks and nuns were forced to copulate in public. If they 
refused to do so, others would be tortured until they complied. In order 
to break down resistance, thousands of people were executed as “counter¬ 
revolutionaries,” and their families were then forced to pay for the bullets 
that had been used to kill them. These measures naturally led to rebellion, 
particularly in Kham and Amdo, where bands of guerrillas formed. Some 
of their attacks on Chinese garrisons were successful, but their final defeat 
was inevitable. The Tibetans were mostly armed with hand weapons and 
some old rifles, while their enemies possessed modern weapons and vastly 
superior numbers. 15 


The Flight of the Dalai Lama 

By 1959 the situation in Tibet was grim. The country suffered under the 
yoke of a foreign army that was wreaking destruction throughout the 
countryside while proclaiming that it was “liberating” the people. As ten- 
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sions increased, a message was delivered to the Dalai Lama by the Chinese 
general Dan Guansan, who was in command of the Chinese forces, to join 
him at a theatrical performance. The message stipulated that the Dalai 
Lama was to come alone, with no attendants or bodyguards. 

Fearing that the invitation was part of a thinly disguised plot to kidnap 
Tibet’s spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama and his advisers began planning his 
escape. When Radio Beijing announced that he would attend the perform¬ 
ance, the people of Lhasa, also suspecting a plan to kidnap him, took to 
the streets en masse to protest. At dawn on March io, 1959, a huge crowd 
ofTibetans gathered outside the Dalai Lama’s summer palace, the Norbu- 
lingka, to prevent his capture by the Chinese. By nine o’clock there were 
over thirty thousand people massed outside the gates, shouting anti-Chi¬ 
nese slogans. During the next several days tensions continued to mount, 
and it became clear that the Chinese leaders intended to take drastic 
action. At four o’clock on March 17, the Chinese began lobbing mortar 
shells in the area around the Norbulingka, with the stated purpose of “free¬ 
ing” the Dalai Lama from the “reactionary clique” surrounding his resi¬ 
dence. Realizing that there was no point in continued negotiations with 
the Chinese, the Dalai Lama and his advisors made plans to leave that 
night. He and his family disguised themselves in order to pass by the Chi¬ 
nese patrols that roamed the countryside. The Dalai Lama himself dressed 
as a soldier and took off his glasses in order to make recognition more 
difficult in case they were stopped. 16 

Later that night he and his party slipped out of the Norbulingka unde¬ 
tected and began the long journey to exile in India. Along the way they 
were aided by bands of commandos, mainly Khampas and Goloks, who 
watched out for Chinese patrols and delivered supplies. 

On March 24, the Dalai Lama was informed that two days after his 
escape the Chinese, apparently still thinking that he was in the Norbu¬ 
lingka, had shelled it repeatedly. On March 28, Zhou Enlai announced in 
a radio broadcast that the Tibetan government had been dissolved and 
China had taken direct control. After hearing the news, the Dalai Lama 
crossed the border into India to begin a new life in exile. 

China Consolidates Its Control 

In the aftermath of the Dalai Lama’s flight, the Chinese army went on an 
orgy of destruction. As scores of corpses lay outside the Norbulingka, 
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Chinese troops attacked Lhasa, shelling the Potala, destroying the medical 
college on Chokpori Hill, and bombing Ganden Monastery into rubble. 
Prior to the Chinese invasion, Ganden had been one of the largest monas¬ 
teries in the country and one of the greatest achievements ofTibetan archi¬ 
tecture. Today it consists of piles of stones and some buildings that have 
been rebuilt by Tibetans. Continuing their destruction, Chinese soldiers 
set fire to the Ramoche temple, Tibet’s second holiest shrine, and then 
began shelling the Tsuklakhang, the most sacred building in the country. 
At the time, thousands of people were inside, vainly hoping that the Chi¬ 
nese would not attack the sacred precincts. As the shells began to fall, 
machine gunners opened fire, killing scores of people. Within days the con¬ 
quest of Tibet was complete, thousands of people lay dead, many ancient 
and holy buildings lay ruined, and Chinese flags flew over Lhasa. The Chi¬ 
nese authorities announced to the world that Tibet had been “liberated” 
and that the “darkest feudal serfdom in the world” had been eliminated. 

Tibetan Refugees in India and Nepal 

Although the Chinese continued to assure Tibetans of their benevolent 
intentions, their actions clearly revealed the true nature of the occupation. 
As a result, tens of thousands of Tibetans fled their country to join the 
Dalai Lama in exile, hoping for a better life in India or Nepal. They faced 
an uncertain future, however, arriving with little or nothing and con¬ 
fronting strange cultures, customs, languages, and environments. Many 
died during the difficult journey, either as a result of natural dangers or 
Chinese patrols, which executed any people caught fleeing. When they 
arrived in the warmer climates of India and Nepal many died of illnesses 
that were unknown in the high plateau of Tibet. 

After reaching India, most of the refugees were placed in camps created 
by the Indian government, which also provided employment for many. The 
most common source of work was road crews in the Himalayan region. 
This was difficult and low-paying labor, but most of the refugees arrived 
with limited resources, and so this was one of the few options available. For¬ 
tunately, the Indian government and international relief agencies began 
sending food, medical supplies, and money to help them, and the Dalai 
Lama and his advisors soon started planning refugee settlements. 

Recognizing that Tibetan culture—and the Tibetan race itself—were in 
danger of extermination, Tibetan leaders began to plan for an indefinite 
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future in exile. The new Tibetan refugee society began with a donation of 
land by the Indian government, which offered a small hill-station named 
Dharamsala that had been built by the British. Located in the foothills of 
the Himalayas in the northern state of Himachal Pradesh, it had the 
Dhauladar range as a picturesque backdrop, its snow-covered peaks rem¬ 
iniscent of the home the refugees had left behind. It soon became the 
administrative center of the Tibetan exile community. The main residence 
of the Dalai Lama (referred to as the Podrang) is now located there, along 
with the offices of a democratically elected government-in-exile. It is also 
a center for Tibetan culture, with a large library containing rare texts smug¬ 
gled out of Tibet by fleeing scholars, Namgyal Monastery (the personal 
monastery of the Dalai Lama, formerly located in the Potala), Nechung 
monastery (home of the state oracle), and several schools, including the 
first Tibetan Children’s Village. 

Settlements in South India 

Although Dharamsala has become the center of the Tibetan exile commu¬ 
nity, the majority of Tibetan refugees live in other parts of India. Dharam¬ 
sala, perched on the steep sides of a mountain, has limited room and few 
areas suitable for agriculture. In order to create self-sustaining Tibetan 
communities, the Indian government offered to lease uninhabited land in 
the southern state of Karnataka, which today houses the bulk of the 
refugee population. When the Tibetans first arrived, much of the land was 
jungle. Disease and wild beasts were constant threats, and the Tibetans 
were unused to the warm and humid climate. Despite the obstacles, the 
refugees persevered. The settlement of Byllakuppe, for instance, began as 
a small group of tents in a jungle clearing, but today is a prosperous farm¬ 
ing community of almost 10,000 people. Other settlements were soon 
started in other areas, most of which are now self-sustaining. About 35,000 
Tibetan refugees now live in communities in Karnataka State. In all, the 
Tibetan refugee population today numbers more than 150,000 in India, 
about 13,000 in Nepal, 1,500 in Bhutan, and about 10,000 more in small 
groups in Western countries. 17 

Perhaps because of their shared suffering, the exiles realized that cooper¬ 
ative action was necessary for survival. As a result, they shared resources and 
equipment, allowing the communities to maximize their ability to produce 
goods and render services. They also discovered the power of collective pur- 
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chasing and marketing. In addition, the Tibetan penchant for trade proved 
to be an asset, and many Tibetans today make substantial profits from sell¬ 
ing a wide range of goods, particularly sweaters and other wool products. 

The Tibetans wisely recognize that their continued success requires 
good relations with their neighbors, and so they often rent out farm 
machinery at low rates and employ Indian workers in farming and other 
industries. As a result, their neighbors generally accept them as welcome 
guests. 18 Some grumble about the astounding success of the refugee com¬ 
munities, which were founded by penniless displaced people in a foreign 
country. In general, however, the refugees have managed to live peacefully 
with their neighbors. Despite the continual strain on their resources 
caused by an ongoing influx of new Tibetans fleeing Chinese oppression, 
most of the communities are financially solvent, and those in need of help 
are aided by others who are more affluent. 19 

Rebuilding Monastic Culture in Exile 

In spite of the innumerable difficulties the refugees encountered after 
arriving in India, after founding new communities they began devoting 
considerable resources to preserving their culture in exile. Although most 
of Tibet’s monasteries were destroyed or shut down, many of their inhab¬ 
itants managed to escape the Chinese invaders and make their way to 
India. Once there, they soon began the task of recreating their religious 
institutions. Today most of the major monasteries have been rebuilt, 
though with greatly reduced numbers of monks. In 1959 Tibet had an esti¬ 
mated two hundred thousand monks, out of a population of six million, 
but the exile community lacked the resources to support such a large 
monastic population. In spite of the financial difficulties facing the monas¬ 
teries in exile, many young Tibetans have chosen to enter the monastic 
life, ensuring the continuation of the tradition. 

In southern India, the great monasteries of Drebung, Sera, and Gan- 
den have been recreated on a smaller scale, and thousands of young monks 
are currently pursuing the standard monastic curriculum of study and oral 
debate. Yearly examinations are held for advanced degrees, and a 
significant number of young Tibetans have earned the geshe degree, the 
highest level of the traditional Gelukpa educational system. Female 
monasticism has also undergone a resurgence, and many young women 
have chosen to pursue the celibate monastic life. In Tibet, nuns were 
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involved mainly in conducting religious ceremonies and prayers, but a new 
trend has developed at the Gaden Choling convent in Dharamsala, in 
which young nuns have begun learning the oral debate style practiced in 
the monasteries, with the result that some are becoming proficient in 
philosophical dialectics. This perhaps signals a changing orientation and 
an increase in options for women considering the monastic life. 20 

It is important to note that Tibetans in exile have not simply sought to 
preserve their traditions; they are also formulating new ones and planning 
for the return to their homeland that they fervently desire. Most Tibetans 
firmly believe that they will be able to return someday to a free Tibet, and 
their leaders are anticipating this with plans to revamp the society. An 
important step in this direction was the drafting in 1963 of a constitution 
for a free Tibet, which instituted democratic elections and abolished many 
of the archaic institutions of the old order. It promises universal suffrage, 
equal rights to all citizens, contains guarantees concerning life, liberty, 
property, and ensures freedom of religion, speech, and assembly. 

One of its most striking elements of Tibet’s new constitution is a 
diminution of the power of the Dalai Lama, at his own request. He has 
publicly stated that upon his return to Tibet he will no longer exercise tem¬ 
poral leadership and will be a purely religious figure. He will not hold any 
public office or set government policy (although he will no doubt retain a 
great deal of personal authority due to the great reverence Tibetans have 
for him). In the new Tibet, the Dalai Lama may even be impeached by a 
two-thirds vote of the National Assembly. This idea was proposed by the 
Dalai Lama himself—who recognized that in a democracy no individual 
should be above the law—but was vigorously opposed by Tibetans, who 
were uncomfortable with treating an incarnation of Avalokitesvara as an 
ordinary human. 


The Chinese Occupation of Tibet 

Soon after dissolving the Tibetan government, the Chinese authorities 
declared martial law. Any attempts at resistance were met with massive 
retaliation, the intent of which was to terrorize the populace into submis¬ 
sion. Thousands were killed, and thousands more imprisoned and tor¬ 
tured. This reflected the general attitude of the Chinese toward the 
indigenous inhabitants, whom they regarded as culturally backward and 
genetically inferior. Han Chinese generally consider themselves to be supe- 
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rior to minority groups in China, and Chinese scientists have even pub¬ 
lished articles “demonstrating” this racial superiority. One such theory, 
which Tibetan children learn in science textbooks, holds that Tibetans are 
intellectually inferior to Han Chinese because the high altitude of the 
country has deprived their brains of oxygen. 

Chinese scholars have also published numerous articles and books stat¬ 
ing that despite reports by human rights organizations, news reporters, and 
travelers in Tibet, the “liberation” of Tibet was a peaceful one and was wel¬ 
comed by the people of the country. An example is Highlights of Tibetan 
History, written by two researchers at Beijing’s Central Institute of Nation¬ 
alities, which states that Tibetans viewed the soldiers of the People’s Lib¬ 
eration Army as saviors when they 

launched an epic march on Tibet for its peaceful liberation .... 
Whenever they were billeted they helped the local population do all 
kinds of jobs, took care of their needs and interests and the army 
medics attended to their sick free of charge. Such good deeds won 
the hearts of the Tibetans. 21 

In reality, the invading troops began systematically looting the country, 
ransacking monasteries and removing images, which were either sold at 
antique markets or melted down for their precious metals. An estimated 
one half ofTibet’s voluminous religious literature was destroyed, until Chi¬ 
nese authorities belatedly realized that they might be able to make a profit 
by selling it. As a result, they began shipping loads of books to Beijing, 
and some of these have been copied and offered for sale. 

In order to further divide the populace, the country was partitioned into 
three areas, with the central provinces forming a new entity called the 
“Tibet Autonomous Region,” while most of Kham and all of Amdo were 
affixed to other Chinese provinces. This allowed the Chinese to claim that 
there are only 1.8 million ethnic Tibetans, a figure that ignores more than 
four million Tibetan-speaking people in the other newly-created provinces 
of China. 


“The Socialist Paradise on the Roof of the World” 

In order to handle the huge numbers of people arrested, Chinese author¬ 
ities began building forced labor camps. 22 Among the most infamous were 
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Nachen Tang near Lhasa, Golmo, north of the Tsaidam Basin; Tsala 
Garpo, in the northern plains of the Changtang; and Kongpo, in the 
southeastern part of the country. Kongpo was built to harvest Tibet’s huge 
timber forests and ship the logs to China. Prisoners in this camp clearcut 
huge areas of timber, a shortsighted practice that led to erosion problems 
and flooding in lowland areas. Golmo and Tsala Garpo were built as death 
camps, and the unfortunate people who came to them were subjected to 
physical torture and fed at a starvation level. In addition, the prisoners 
were poorly clothed and were forced to work at least twelve hours per day 
at harsh physical labor, with the result that many died due to the extreme 
weather conditions in these camps. During this period approximately one 
tenth of the Tibetan population spent some time in a Chinese prison, and 
most of the prisoners were subjected to physical torture of some kind. At 
the same time, the People’s Daily carried headlines about the “new social¬ 
ist paradise on the Roof of the World.” 

In 1959 Tibet experienced its first famine, ironically during a time of 
record crop production. China was in the midst of a major food shortage, 
and so the authorities confiscated the Tibetan harvest and shipped it to 
China, while allocating the Tibetans starvation rations. This led to tens of 
thousands of deaths. The Tibetan government-in-exile estimates that dur¬ 
ing the first decade of the Chinese invasion an estimated 1.2 million peo¬ 
ple died, either as a result of starvation, under torture, or due to being 
killed outright by Chinese soldiers. In addition, of the 6,254 monasteries 
and temples in Tibet prior to the invasion, only thirteen remained after 
this period. 23 In a move reminiscent of the Nazi occupation of Poland, sev¬ 
eral of the most beautiful monasteries were preserved as monuments to the 
culture that was being systematically destroyed. They were converted into 
propaganda museums in which exhibits were built by the Chinese that 
depicted pre-invasion Tibet as a “feudal system” and praised the “socialist 
paradise” that had been created. 

Much of this destruction occurred during the Cultural Revolution, a 
program instituted by Mao as a means to shorten the time needed for 
full communization. He believed that by destroying all symbols of the 
old culture—monasteries, temples, ancient monuments, religious leaders, 
authority figures, books, and so on—a cultural vacuum would be created, 
and Marxism would move in to fill the void with a new order. Instead of 
collectivization by stages, the people would be quickly moved into the new 
millennium. This program was carried out by young zealots called Red 
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Guards, who swept through China destroying everything in their path. 
But the destruction was far worse in Tibet than in China, mainly due to 
the contempt the Chinese felt toward the “backward” Tibetans. 

The Red Guards in Tibet 

In 1966 Red Guard troops began pouring into Tibet to eradicate the “Four 
Olds”: old ideology, culture, habits, and customs; and to institute the 
reverse of these evils, the “Four News.” The devastation they caused was 
particularly severe in minority areas like Tibet, which differed from China 
in language, culture, and attitudes. The Red Guards perceived these as 
indications that minority people were dangerously “reactionary” and 
required strong measures to bring them to true socialism. Thamzing 
(struggle sessions) were held all over Tibet, with large numbers of people 
standing accused of being “enemies of the people” and harboring “coun¬ 
terrevolutionary attitudes.” 

Lacking even the limited restraint exercised by the soldiers of the Peo¬ 
ple’s Liberation Army, the Red Guards held mass executions, engaged in 
torture on an unprecedented scale, and rampaged throughout the coun¬ 
tryside destroying monasteries, forcing monks to urinate on sacred texts, 
placing religious images in latrines, scrawling graffiti on the walls of tem¬ 
ples and monasteries, and subjecting religious and political leaders (even 
those who collaborated with the Chinese authorities) to thamzing. The 
Red Guards also struck fear into the populace with marauding bands of 
young soldiers who staged mass gang rapes randomly throughout the 
countryside. International human rights organizations estimate that thou¬ 
sands of women of all ages were raped, often in public, with their parents, 
children, and neighbors being forced to watch. 

The reign of terror lasted for almost a decade until Mao’s death in 1976. 
By the end of the Cultural Revolution, tens of thousands of Tibetans had 
been murdered, and millions more had suffered extreme physical and 
mental abuse. It also brought economic devastation on such a scale that 
when Mao was succeeded by Deng Xiaoping the new supreme leader had 
to acknowledge that “mistakes were made.” A more accurate assessment 
was offered by Alexander Solzehnitsyn, who stated that China’s rule in 
Tibet is “more brutal and inhumane than any other communist regime in 
the world.” 24 

When Deng assumed power, he announced a new attitude on the part 
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of the Chinese government and promised a “more open China.” Vowing 
to reverse the excesses of the past, Deng’s policies were aimed at creating a 
market economy in China, although this would not be accompanied by 
any loosening of military control. China would have open markets, but a 
closed political system. Dissent would not be allowed, and the massacre of 
pro-democracy demonstrators in Tiananmen Square in Beijing in 1989 
indicated the level of repression the new government was prepared to mete 
out to dissidents. Several months before this, a series of protests were staged 
throughout Tibet by people who called for China to respect international 
standards of human rights. They were met by the same type of brutal force, 
and scores were killed; hundreds more were arrested without being charged; 
most were tortured, and many were executed. Contrary to the expectations 
of the authorities, this did not stop the unrest, which continues today. 
Every year thousands of Tibetans escape into exile, most claiming that they 
fled persecution and human rights abuses. From time to time reports of 
small-scale demonstrations reach the outside world, but even the most triv¬ 
ial act of rebellion commonly results in lengthy prison terms and torture. 

Amnesty International states that torture is “endemic” in Tibet, 25 and 
an estimated eight out of every nine prisoners are tortured. A study of the 
human rights situation by Asia Watch contends that 

all. . .manifestations of dissatisfaction with Chinese rule—whether 
peacefully conducted or otherwise—are viewed by the authorities as 
constituting ‘illegal separatist activity,’ and those who have led or 
participated in them have been punished with escalating force and 
severity. 26 


“Merciless Repression” 

Qiao Shi, who was China’s security chief in charge of controlling dissi- 
dence in Tibet until 1998, described the official policy as “merciless repres¬ 
sion,” which meant that any attempts to demonstrate against Chinese 
rule—or even expression of pro-independence sentiments—would be met 
with extreme force and brutal punishment. In 1989 Qiao contended that 
the previous policy toward rebels was “too lenient” and that they must be 
punished without mercy in order that they would come to love their “Han 
big brothers” who were in Tibet to bring them the benefits of communism 
and Chinese civilization. 
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The Chinese authorities today proclaim to the world that repression has 
been eased and that Tibetans are now free to speak their own language and 
practice their religion. The reality is that all important positions are held 
by Chinese, and in order to find a good job one must be fluent in Chi¬ 
nese. When I visited Tibet in 2001 every employed person I encountered 
in Lhasa and Shigatse was Chinese. Throngs of beggars importuned for¬ 
eigners at popular tourist spots, and a few Tibetans hawked handicrafts 
laid out on cloths by the edges of roads. 

No position of any power is currently held by a Tibetan, and no Tibetan 
has ever been appointed to a position of real authority. Most of the monas¬ 
teries that have been rebuilt are mainly used as tourist stops. The monks 
who live in them are not allowed to pursue the intensive studies that were 
required in pre-invasion Tibet, which means that they have little knowl¬ 
edge of the religion and are not able to explain it to others. The external 
symbols of Tibetan Buddhism are allowed—prostrations, prayer flags, 
images, and so on—but without the background knowledge that was pos¬ 
sessed by Tibet’s scholar-monks before the invasion, they remain symbols 
without substance, a sad memorial to the gutting of Tibetan culture that 
has been carried out by the Chinese. In a report on religious freedom in 
contemporary Tibet, Asia Watch concludes that “the limited leeway that 
religious expression has been given in Tibet in no sense permits the inde¬ 
pendent propagation of Buddhism or the unfettered management of reli¬ 
gious institutions by Buddhist believers themselves.” 27 

Despite the repression, according to all reports the overwhelming 
majority of the population remains committed to Buddhism and deeply 
devoted to the exiled Dalai Lama. An example of his continuing influence 
that both surprised and embarrassed the Chinese authorities was his state¬ 
ment to Tibetans during a Kalacakra initiation in India in 2006 denounc¬ 
ing the practice of wearing animal furs. He urged Tibetans to cease 
purchasing skins of endangered species, and when Tibetans who had trav¬ 
eled to India returned to their homes reported his words, within days 
reports surfaced from all over the Tibetan cultural area of public bonfires 
of animal skins. The purveyors of pelts in Lhasa saw their business plum¬ 
met overnight. Although the Chinese government is officially committed 
to preservation of endangered species, the fact that this movement was 
initiated by the Dalai Lama led them to criminalize fur burning. There 
have been reports of several arrests, but they appear to have had little effect 
on Tibetans. 28 
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Despite such evidence of continuing loyalty to the Dalai Lama, Chi¬ 
nese authorities regularly denounce him publicly and work to undermine 
Tibetans’ attachment to their culture and religion. The most successful 
aspect of this plan is the ongoing population transfer of Han Chinese to 
Tibet, which has rendered the Tibetans a minority in their own land. In a 
speech commemorating the thirty-fourth anniversary of the Tibetan upris¬ 
ing in 1959, the Dalai Lama discussed current Chinese actions and poli¬ 
cies, and he concluded that 

the situation in Tibet continues to remain bleak. Merciless repression 
of the slightest political dissent is the order. The demographic aggres¬ 
sion of Tibet through a policy of population transfer continues 
unabated, escalating the marginalization of the Tibetan people and 
the assimilation of the Tibetan way of life into the Chinese main¬ 
stream. Cultural genocide is being committed, intentionally or unin¬ 
tentionally. Tibet, an ancient country on the roof of the world, is fast 
becoming a Chinese colony . . . Throughout human history, dicta¬ 
tors and totalitarian governments have learned that there is nothing 
more powerful than a people’s yearning for freedom and dignity. 
While bodies may be enslaved or imprisoned, the human spirit can 
never be subjugated or defeated. As long as we uphold this human 
spirit and determination, our aspirations and beliefs have the power 
to ultimately prevail. The sweeping global changes in recent years 
reaffirm my beliefs and I am more optimistic than ever before that 
freedom and peace for the Tibetan people is now within our reach. 29 

Despite the Dalai Lama’s optimistic conclusions, today Han settlers 
outnumber Tibetans by several million, and in the cities Tibetans have 
become a minority. The Chinese authorities deny that the population 
transfer is taking place and accuse news organizations that report on the 
influx of Chinese in Tibet of attempting to “split the motherland” with 
false accusations. International human rights groups that document the 
transfer are denounced as “liars” and tools ofWestern “imperialists.” 

Tibetans observing this transfer fear that the flood of immigrants will 
eventually overwhelm the indigenous population in the same way that 
other “minorities” have been engulfed by Han settlers. In Manchuria, for 
example, native Manchurians now number two million, while the Han 
population is estimated at seventy-five million. Ethnic Mongolians are 
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outnumbered five to one in their own country, and in Eastern Turkestan 
(Sinkiang) there are fifteen million Han Chinese, as compared to 7.5 mil¬ 
lion Eastern Turkestanis. This is part of a process through which, accord¬ 
ing to China’s Central Institute of Nationalities, “minorities will 
amalgamate and disappear.” Since the authorities consider Han Chinese 
to be racially superior to the minorities and believe that Han culture is also 
more advanced than those of the minority peoples, this is viewed by them 
as a positive development. 

The Dalai Lamas Attempts at Reconciliation 

In spite of the reports of ongoing human rights abuses, the Dalai Lama 
continues to seek a peaceful compromise with the Chinese government. 
In 1987 he proposed a “five-point plan” for a negotiated settlement, in 
which he offered to accept Chinese ownership of Tibet, while asking for a 
cessation of human rights abuses and a return to Tibetan control over 
internal affairs. His efforts won him international praise and led to his 
receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, but the plan was flatly rejected by 
the Chinese government, which accuses him of attempting to “split the 
motherland.” Chinese officials also attacked the Nobel Commission for 
attempting to undermine “the unity of the nation” through what they 
characterized as a “gross interference in China’s internal affairs.” 

The Dalai Lama continues to press for negotiations and puts pressure 
on China by bringing Tibet’s cause to international forums. In discussing 
the Chinese occupation of his country, he remains apparently free of ani¬ 
mosity, and resolutely declares that he bears no ill will toward the Chinese 
people, or even toward their leaders. Rather, he contends that in his opin¬ 
ion they are acting in ignorance, and through this are sowing the causes 
of their own future suffering. 30 

Tibetan Buddhism’s Influence Today 

Ironically, as Tibetan Buddhism is being destroyed in its native land, it is 
having an unprecedented impact in other countries. The Tibetan diaspora 
has forced thousands of eminent lamas to leave their country, with the 
result that many have met and influenced people in other cultures. Their 
knowledge of the philosophy and meditative practices of Buddhism—as 
well as their personalities, which often demonstrate the positive effects of 
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years of training in wisdom and compassion—have attracted large num¬ 
bers of followers. 31 

Tibetan Buddhism has had its greatest influence in Europe and North 
America, which today have hundreds of Tibetan Buddhist centers and tens 
of thousands of people who profess to follow its teachings. A number of 
Tibetan lamas have successfully translated the ideas and practices of their 
tradition to Western audiences, and a few Westerners have taken vows as 
monks and nuns. Many Tibetans view the success of their religion in 
America as fulfillment of a prophecy attributed to Padmasambhava in the 
late eighth century: 

When the iron bird flies and horses run on wheels, the Tibetan peo¬ 
ple will be scattered like ants across the face of the earth, and the 
dharma will come to the land of the red men. 

As a result of the diaspora, Western scholars now have access to Tibetan 
literature to an extent that never would have been possible had Tibet 
remained closed. More importantly, the Chinese invasion has driven most 
of Tibet’s great scholars and religious practitioners into exile, and now peo¬ 
ple interested in studying or practicing Buddhism are able to meet with 
them and receive oral explanations. Because of this, Tibetan culture has 
become diffused throughout the world, and eminent lamas—most not¬ 
ably the Dalai Lama—have been able to travel widely and spread the 
dharma. A veritable flood of books on Tibetan Buddhism is being pub¬ 
lished in Western languages. Tibetan lamas have appeared in television 
specials and movies, and the Dalai Lama has become one of the most vis¬ 
ible religious leaders in the world. Since receiving the Nobel Peace Prize 
in 1989, he has been in great demand as a public speaker, and he is widely 
recognized as a leading figure in international efforts to promote human 
rights. Thus the national catastrophe of Tibet has had at least some posi¬ 
tive results, although this fact in no way diminishes the tragedy of the Chi¬ 
nese invasion, nor does it lessen the shared suffering of the Tibetan people. 

The Dalai Lama in Global Perspective 

Westerners who study the system of reincarnating lamas are often under¬ 
standably skeptical about it, but it seems clear that somehow the Tibetans 
who choose the Dalai Lamas have managed to find a remarkable succes- 
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sion of unusually gifted people. Even given the profound devotion that 
Tibetans feel for their Dalai Lamas, it would be difficult to disguise an 
incarnation who was stupid, arrogant, greedy, or belligerent. Those Dalai 
Lamas who attained maturity, however, have consistently distinguished 
themselves in their teaching, writing, and personal examples. The present 
Dalai Lama is a testament to the success of the system through which Dalai 
Lamas are found, and it is improbable that his remarkable accomplish¬ 
ments are merely due to good training. Many monks follow the same basic 
training as the Dalai Lamas, but somehow the Dalai Lamas tend to rise 
above others of their generation in terms of scholarship, personal medita¬ 
tive attainments, and teaching abilities. It is true that they receive the best 
training, and they also have the finest teachers, but these facts alone fail to 
account for their accomplishments. In Western countries, many students 
enroll in the finest colleges, study with the best teachers, and still fail to 
rise above mediocrity because they are lacking in intellectual gifts. 

When one considers the origins of the present Dalai Lama, his successes 
are remarkable. Born in a remote village in eastern Tibet, driven from his 
country by an invading army and forced to start over in exile, he is today 
a Nobel Prize laureate and one of the world’s most revered religious lead¬ 
ers. When one considers the odds against randomly choosing a young 
child from a remote Tibetan village, educating him in a traditional Tibetan 
monastic curriculum, and his later winning the Nobel Peace Prize, his 
accomplishments might give skeptics pause. 32 As Glenn Mullin remarks of 
the fourteenth Dalai Lama, 

the depth of his learning, wisdom and profound insight into the 
nature of human existence has won him hundreds of thousands of 
friends around the world. His humor, warmth and compassionate 
energy stand as living evidence of the strength and efficacy of Tibetan 
Buddhism, and of its value to human society. 33 

There are obviously problems with the system, particularly the lapses of 
leadership while newly recognized Dalai Lamas reach maturity. The sys¬ 
tem worked well enough in the past when Tibet was not beset by hostile 
neighbors, but it is difficult to imagine any country in the present age 
being able to endure periods of eighteen years or more without a true 
leader. It is not surprising, therefore, that the present Dalai Lama has 
expressed doubts about the continuing viability of the institution of the 
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Dalai Lamas and has indicated that he may not choose to reincarnate. He 
has also proposed that the office of Dalai Lama become an elected posi¬ 
tion, with the Tibetan people voting for their spiritual leader. The Dalai 
Lama appears to recognize the flaws in the present system and apparently 
hopes that the institution will be adapted to changing times. If Tibetans 
regain control of their country and if the lineage of incarnations contin¬ 
ues, it seems clear that it will need to change, but this should come as no 
surprise to Tibetans, who recognize that everything is impermanent— 
even Dalai Lamas. 
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7. Religious Festivals and 
Holy Days 


Monlam 


B uddhism has a pervasive influence on the Tibetan cul¬ 
tural area, and so it is not surprising that the year is punc¬ 
tuated by a multitude of religious festivals and holy days. 
These vary from minor observances that are only cele¬ 
brated in small localities to elaborate ceremonies—like 
the yearly holiday called “Great Aspiration” (sMon lam chen mo; pro¬ 
nounced “Monlam Chenmo”)—which were major events in Tibet and the 
surrounding areas in which Tibetan Buddhists live. The great festivals drew 
people from far and wide, and for many they were high points of the year. 
During M 5 nlam, for example, people congregated in Lhasa from all over 
Tibet, Mongolia, Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim, and even as far away as Siberia. 

These pilgrims often traveled vast distances on foot or horseback in 
order to visit the sacred precincts for this auspicious time, during which 
great lamas performed powerful ceremonies for the wellbeing of sentient 
beings everywhere. Some people even made the journey in a series of pros¬ 
trations, stretching themselves full-length on the ground and then begin¬ 
ning again from the place marked by the tips of the fingers. Pilgrims who 
traveled in this way sometimes took months to reach their destinations, 
but they chose to do so believing that such acts of devotion bring great 
merit to those who perform them. It was also thought that people who 
were present in the holy city of Lhasa, being in the nexus of the ceremony, 
received extra merit. Moreover, according to a widely held Tibetan belief, 
religious activities performed on important holy days yield greater results 
than those done at other times. 1 
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In addition to their religious benefits, major festivals also provided 
opportunities for economic and social exchanges. The influx of pilgrims 
brought in money and goods from outside, as well as opportunities to meet 
people from other places. Products from outside the area—as well as news 
brought by visitors—flooded into the cities during these times, and the 
visitors for their part often purchased mementos and brought them home. 

Many of the most popular festivals of Tibet were traditionally held in 
Lhasa, the religious and political capital of the country. Today they are cel¬ 
ebrated by Tibetans in their exile communities. Many, including the Great 
Aspiration Festival, have been banned by the Chinese, but in recent years 
some of the restrictions have been relaxed. Recent reports indicate that 
participation in festivals and pilgrimages is growing, but the relative tol¬ 
erance of religious activity could change at any time. 

One of the most important of the major holy times was the Monlam 
celebration, which was instituted by Tsong Khapa, founder of the Gelukpa 
order, in 1409. The festival commemorates the two weeks during which 
Sakyamuni Buddha manifested miraculous powers. According to legend, 
he was challenged to a contest of magic by a group of heretics, and he 
responded by multiplying himself into a row of manifestations stretching 
into infinity, each one issuing flames from its head and feet. The heretics 
were unable to match this and were defeated. This is referred to as the 
“Great Miracle.” The heretics were enemies of the Buddha (and, by exten¬ 
sion, of the dharma), and so it is not surprising that their defeat is con¬ 
nected with New Year rituals designed to drive out evil forces and ensure 
the protection of Buddhism in Tibet. 

Monlam is held during the first two weeks of the first month of the 
Tibetan lunar calendar and is connected with the celebration of the 
Tibetan New Year (Logsar; pronounced “Losar”). During this time, monks 
from the great monasteries of Drebung and Sera—along with other monks 
from all over the Tibetan cultural area—gather together to recite prayers 
and perform rituals for the benefit of all sentient beings. These are 
attended by throngs of laypeople, and asTucci notes, 

the monks are actors, the laity spectators . . . the laymen are always 
beneficiaries of these religious performances, since the ceremonies 
generate merit which spreads out over everyone. Through the trans¬ 
ference of the result of a good action it brings profit to all. The believ¬ 
ers are thereby encouraged to contribute to the fruitful performance 
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of the sacred ceremony through donations and other services, since 
it is to their own moral advantage. 2 

This time is also the occasion of the yearly examinations of candidates 
for the geshe degree (the highest degree in the Gelukpa monastic system). 
The candidates are subjected to a rigorous set of examinations, which stress 
oral debate and a comprehensive knowledge of Buddhist philosophy. Each 
candidate’s testing typically lasts for an entire day, during which he must 
be able to field questions from monks from both his own and other 
schools. Laypeople are also allowed to join in and ask questions of the 
monks, but even those who are unable to follow the subtleties of the ex¬ 
changes come to the examinations. Huge crowds gather for these public 
debates, and the procedure is viewed as great entertainment by laypeople 
and monks alike. 

Although Monlam is primarily a religious festival, it also embraces 
many nonreligious activities, some of which are probably remnants of 
pre-Buddhist celebrations. There is evidence that New Year festivals were 
celebrated in Tibet prior to the establishment of Buddhism, and these in¬ 
cluded martial activities, reflecting a pre-Buddhist emphasis on warfare 
and conquest. Such practices continue today, despite the religious over¬ 
tones of Monlam. During the festival, people parade through the streets 
wearing antique armor and traditional ceremonial clothing, hearkening 
back to the days of Tibetan military might. There are also horse races, 
archery contests, wrestling matches, and other secular activities. For most, 
however, it remains a thoroughly religious festival, a time for contempla¬ 
tion and devotion. Large numbers of people perform prostrations in front 
of holy structures and personages, and they light butter lamps, make offer¬ 
ings to the monastic community, and renew their commitment to the 
dharma through increased devotion and religious observances. Through 
these practices, according to Tucci, 

the karmic content of the festival does not remain isolated; it benefits 
all, and provides the ethical counterpart of an efficacious defence 
against evil, the result of a symbiosis between old and new, between 
the original religiosity of Tibet and the moral doctrine of Buddhism. 3 

The Mi)nlam festival, through driving out evil forces and creating pos¬ 
itive karma, has an underlying purpose of ameliorating the effects of the 
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present degenerate age in which we live. Tsong Khapa was concerned that 
humanity was currently in an age in which the dharma was declining, and 
that this process of degeneration would continue until the birth of 
Maitreya, the buddha of the future. Until that time, however, Buddhists 
can still practice effectively if they are vigilant and take proper precautions. 
Major religious celebrations help people to accomplish their religious aspi¬ 
rations by undermining the power of the evil forces of this period of reli¬ 
gious degeneration. 

Monlam is the most important of the major festivals, which are referred 
to by Tibetans as “great times” (dus chert). The others are also connected 
with the life of the Buddha. These festivals commemorate his birth on the 
seventh day of the fourth month; his awakening on the fifteenth day of 
the same month (during which his entry into final nirvana is also cele¬ 
brated); his first sermon on the fourth day of the sixth month, and his 
descent from Tusita heaven during the ninth month. Tradition holds that 
he was born, died, attained awakening, and turned the wheel of dharma 
on the same date, but some of these events are celebrated on separate dates. 
All are also commemorated on the fifteenth day of the fourth month, 
referred to as “Sakya Month” (Sa ga zla ba; pronounced “Saga Dawa”). 
This is a reference to the Buddhas epithet Sakyamuni, “Sage of the Sakyas.” 


The Butter-Sculpture Festival of Kumbum 

Although Lhasa remains the spiritual center ofTibet, other areas also have 
festivals of national importance. One of the most notable of these is the 
annual Butter-Sculpture Festival held at Kumbum during the first lunar 
month. Since its focus is a public display of butter sculptures on the 
fifteenth day, it is commonly known as “The Offering of the Fifteenth.” 4 

Kumbum is located in eastern Tibet and is closely associated with the 
life of Tsong Khapa. The main monastery of the town is believed to have 
been built on the site where he was born. Its name derives from a popular 
story which reports that after his birth some drops of blood fell to the 
ground when the umbilical cord was cut. From these a white sandalwood 
tree sprang up bearing one hundred thousand ( ’bum) leaves, each of which 
had an image (sku) ofTsong Khapa on it. Thus the spot came to be known 
as Kumbum (sku ’bunt), meaning “one hundred thousand images.” 

From early times Kumbum has been an important commercial center, 
since it is located at the crossroads of major trade routes. Before the Chi- 
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nese invasion, caravans passed through Kumbum from all over Central 
Asia, transporting goods from one area to another, and bringing visitors 
from many places to this remote region of eastern Tibet. Although Kum¬ 
bum was a small town with about three thousand permanent residents, it 
absorbed cultural influences from other places, since it regularly had visi¬ 
tors from Mongolia, other parts ofTibet, Chinese travelers and merchants, 
Uigurs from Central Asia, and even visitors from Russia and neighboring 
areas. 

The Butter Sculpture Festival is held at the monastery of Kumbum, and 
some of its teaching faculties compete with each other in making the 
figures. Prior to the invasion, Kumbum had five colleges: a college of med¬ 
icine, a tantric college, a college of Kalacakra studies, a college of philo¬ 
sophical dialectics, and a college of religious dance. Within the college of 
philosophical dialectics, there were thirteen separate classes on Perfection 
of Wisdom philosophy, each of which had its own emphases and texts. 
Two of these—one of which follows the textbooks of Jetsiinpa Chogi Gyel- 
tsen and another that follows the textbooks of Jamyang Sheba—were 
mainly responsible for constructing the butter sculptures. 

These figures were often elaborate artistic masterpieces, using large 
quantities of hardened butter, sometimes with clever internal frames con¬ 
taining joints and springs that allowed them to move. The process of accu¬ 
mulating the necessary funds began with the completion of one festival; 
funding the next one often required months of work by the monks in 
charge, who traveled far and wide to solicit donations. The monks in¬ 
volved in making the sculptures sometimes spent several months on their 
creations, and the work was generally very detailed and carefully executed. 
The largest and most elaborate figures were often started in the ninth 
month of the previous year. As Robert Ekvall indicates, this festival became 

a noteworthy exhibition of current Tibetan art. The butter images— 
displayed only once and then destroyed before dawn of the very next 
day—are planned and executed with great care by carefully trained 
artists, each with his own particular skill and renown. Months of 
planning and lavish expenditure go into their creation; and the ele¬ 
ment of competition that has become a part of the display has helped 
produce, or maintain, an excellence of execution and beauty of line 
and coloration. The various organizations within the monastery— 
the colleges and the establishments of the emanation-body lamas 
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[tiilku]—assume responsibility for different units of the exhibition, 

and there is intense rivalry among them to put on the best show. 5 

Traditionally, after all the figures were completed, they were displayed 
on the fifteenth day of the first month in an enclosed area about twenty 
feet high and forty feet wide, filled with an array of colorful and intricately 
fashioned images. Each year a different theme was emphasized. The mem¬ 
bers of the classes responsible for creating the images would decide on what 
this was to be, and it would be kept secret until the sculptures were made 
available for public display. Popular themes included events from the sto¬ 
ries of Sakyamuni’s previous births, his twelve great deeds, 6 Tibetan folk 
tales (overlaid with Buddhist symbolism and imagery), or important 
events in Tibetan religious history. Some of the displays would consist of 
as many as twenty large butter figures, elaborately sculpted and carefully 
painted in vibrant colors. The coloring was made from natural dyes, often 
mixed with ash. In addition, the most important sculptures were some¬ 
times decorated with pigments made from powdered gold and silver, as 
well as other precious substances. The images commonly had boards for 
backing, but others were freestanding sculptures with internal supports. 
In some cases frames from the previous year were used, but most had to 
be newly constructed. 


The Images 

While making the sculptures, the artists kept two buckets at hand, one 
containing hot water, and the other containing cold water. Since the but¬ 
ter had to be kept cold to prevent melting, warm hands could damage the 
artists’ work. Moreover, sculptors’ hands had to be kept clean, since dirty 
hands could stick to the figures or smudge them. While working on the 
images, the monks would first put their hands into the hot water to wash 
them, and then dip them in dry flour and rub their fingers together to 
remove dirt. The hands were then rinsed in hot water, and then dipped in 
cold water in order to cool the skin. This enabled the artists to avoid melt¬ 
ing or discoloring the images while shaping the butter, which was first 
molded by hand, and later smoothed and colored. 

In addition to religious scenes, the monks would sculpt images depict¬ 
ing life in the monasteries, often including figures of the head monks. 
Many of these were caricatures, as this was a time in which it was accept- 
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able to gently poke fun at the senior officials of the monastery If the head 
lama was old, for example, his figure might have a head with a spring at 
the neck, which would cause the head to bob up and down, symbolizing 
senility and feebleness. Other prominent physical features would be exag¬ 
gerated, although there were commonly recognized boundaries of good 
taste, and the monks were expected to remain within them. In the displays 
of monastic life, the various figures would often be movable. Monks 
manipulated their movements from behind the scenes by means of ropes 
and pulleys, and internal spring mechanisms gave them added mobility. 

When all the preparations were complete, the sculptures were displayed 
in a specially constructed enclosure lit by butter lamps. The monks of the 
Perfection of Wisdom classes greeted people at the entrance and gave their 
guests cups of tea; many laypeople responded by making offerings of food 
or money to the monks. The images were only displayed at night for a few 
hours. The monks and laypeople filed through the area, admiring these 
exquisitely sculpted images, knowing as they viewed them that all would 
be destroyed before dawn. This provided the audience with a graphic 
reminder of the Buddhist concept of impermanence, which teaches that 
all mundane human activities pass away, leaving nothing behind. Those 
who recognize the implications of this principle should understand the 
ultimate futility of worldly pursuits and devote themselves to religious 
activities, which bring lasting benefits. 

After the display, the buddhas and bodhisattvas who had earlier been 
invited to enter the figures were asked to leave (because it would be disre¬ 
spectful to destroy the images if they were inhabited), and the monks 
quickly dismantled the sculptures. The frames were saved, but the sculp¬ 
tures were stacked up, their coloring was scraped off, and they were then 
melted down. The end of the festival was marked by a ritual in which peo¬ 
ple tossed constructs called sur (zur) into a pit. 

Sur are structures made of sticks in a pyramidal shape, connected with 
strong paper and decorated with images of fire, clouds, jewels, and other 
symbols, all made from butter. On top of the sur was a skull with flames 
coming from its mouth. Ribbons and strings were tied to the top of the 
tripod. These were used to steady it while it was being moved. Inside the 
legs of the tripod was a forma, which is a painted sculpture made of flour 
and butter. The rwrwas built as a part of a ceremony to exorcise evil forces, 
which were lured into it by special rituals. On the afternoon of the nine¬ 
teenth day, the sur was carried in a procession, followed by the monastery’s 
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abbot, who held a vajra and bell in his hands. Behind him was a crowd of 
seventy-five to one hundred monks, who banged drums, clashed cymbals, 
and blew horns. A crowd of spectators was in the rear of the procession. 

After rituals were conducted to bring all the evil of the area into the sur, 
the structure was taken outside the grounds of the monastery and burned, 
thus making a clean slate for the New Year. On the way to the burning 
ground, the crowd was joined by the Nechung oracle, who was in trance. 
His power was invoked to aid in driving out evil and making the New Year 
safe and prosperous. When the procession reached the designated spot, the 
sur and torma were thrown into a pit filled with straw and wood. A fire 
was lit and the structure burned, signifying that evil had been overcome 
and dharma had prevailed. The sur symbolized not only external evil 
forces, but also internal mental afflictions such as ignorance, desire, and 
hatred. The fire represented the light of wisdom that immolated them, 
leaving behind the clear light nature of mind. Thus the ritual had several 
levels of significance and could be interpreted by untutored laypeople as a 
straightforward exorcism ceremony, while tantric practitioners viewed it 
as a symbolic enactment of the meditational process, the aim of which was 
to purify the mind of defilements and bring about the actualization of the 
fully awakened mind of a buddha. 

In addition to its religious aspects, the festival also had important sec¬ 
ular elements, and it was a period of relaxed rules for laypeople. There was 
a great deal of drinking and celebration, and many social contacts were 
made. It was also a good time for young people to meet members of the 
opposite sex. Due to the relaxed rules it was a time of increased promiscu¬ 
ity . 7 There were also secular entertainments such as musical performances 
and horse races, and it was a period of vigorous commercial activity. A 
bazaar was set on the western edge of the monastery, and there were restau¬ 
rants and displays all over town. The area was full of merchants from dif¬ 
ferent areas, as well as seers and fortunetellers, who for a small price would 
prognosticate the future. 


Sacred Dance 

During the New Year celebrations, it is common for monks to perform rit¬ 
ual dances, called cham ( ’chant), in which they don elaborate costumes and 
enact performances with Buddhist themes. Traditionally held on the four¬ 
teenth day of the first lunar month, this colorful dance, 
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which is ritual and drama combined, is a spectacle presented to the 
gods, but it is also of benefit to men. Through it, the old year, with 
its sins and disasters, is pushed into the background; and the new 
year is purged . . . and safeguarded for all who watch and worship . 8 

During the dances, monks wear brightly colored costumes and masks, 
which represent Buddhist themes and depict religious figures as well as 
demons and mythical creatures. There are also comic elements, such as a 
figure representing the Chinese teacher Heshang Moheyan, who accord¬ 
ing to Tibetan histories was defeated by the Indian scholar Kamalas'ila in 
a debate held in Lhasa . 9 

Before the dances begin, the participants prepare themselves by visual¬ 
izing a mandala. This provides the paradigm for the entire performance. 
The monastery’s courtyard becomes the base of the mandala, and the par¬ 
ticipants are the deities and other figures within it. 

The action begins when a group of dancers in skeleton costumes enters 
the courtyard. They are the helpers ofYama, the Lord of Death. Holding 
short sticks, they carry a tray with a triangular iron box in it. This holds 
a human figure made out of tsampa (barley flour) dough, colored black, 
resting on its back with its knees up and hands folded at the heart. The 
tray is placed in the center of the courtyard, after which another group 
of dancers enters. These are helpers of the mandala’s main deity. They are 
followed by another contingent of heroes, whose male figures wear tur¬ 
bans and have mustaches, while the female figures have green faces and 
large eyes. 

Next come three more helpers of the Lord of Death dressed as deer, 
holding skull cups and curved knives. Their performance is followed by 
dances by lions and crocodiles. A comic skit comes next, executed by 
monks dressed as Heshang Moheyan and his six Chinese disciples. The 
Heshang is portrayed as a portly monk with a flat, smiling face. He stum¬ 
bles around the courtyard, and his disciples keep him from hurting him¬ 
self, help him up when he falls, and fan him, but they make fun of him 
when he falls asleep. This is often performed as slapstick farce, and it indi¬ 
cates the current state of the Chinese master’s reputation in Tibet. 

The next character to enter is either Yama or Hayagriva. Yama is a 
demonic figure with the head of a horned bull and blue skin. He carries a 
skull cup and staff and wears a crown of skulls. Hayagriva has a wrathful 
red face, surmounted by three horse heads, and he also holds a skull cup 
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and wears a crown of skulls. He holds a double-edged sword, symbolic of 
his wrathful nature. The main figure is accompanied by other fierce deities, 
all in bright costumes and wearing skull crowns, carrying skull cups, and 
wielding swords. 

If the main figure is Yama, his skeleton helpers bring the triangular box 
to him, and the figure in it is invested with all the evil of the old year. 
Dancers representing Indian masters then remove the lid and Yama drives 
a dagger through the figure’s heart and cuts off its head, arms, and legs, 
symbolizing the exorcizing of the evil of the old year and a fresh start in 
the new one. One of the deer helpers then removes the head of the figure, 
and others carry away the other parts and dispose of them, thus complet¬ 
ing the exorcism. 


Other Religious Festivals 

An exhaustive listing and description of Tibetan holy days and festivals 
would require a separate book. In this section I have only mentioned some 
of the more prominent ones, the major celebrations that draw people from 
all over the Tibetan cultural area. Other important religious events include 
the celebration held on the fifteenth day of the third month commemo¬ 
rating the preaching of the Kdlacakra Tantra, which tradition holds was 
first revealed at Sri Dhanyakataka in India. Each of the four orders of 
Tibetan Buddhism also celebrates the traditional date of the revelation of 
its main tantric text. 

The Nyingma school has a number of festivals that celebrate events in 
the life of Padmasambhava, the “Precious Guru” (Guru Rinpoche). The 
tenth day of the first month is the occasion for commemorating his renun¬ 
ciation of the world, his taking of vows, and his meditation in cemeteries. 
On the tenth day of the second month, Nyingmapas celebrate his taking 
of vows and the occasion of his being given the name “Lion of the Sakya” 
(.Sakya Senge). The tenth day of the third month is designated as a time to 
remember the story of his being thrown into a fire by the king of Sahor. 
Padmasambhava turned the flames into a pond of clear water, after which 
he sat in the middle of the pond on top of a huge lotus with his consort 
Mandarava. Throughout the year Nyingmapas celebrate numerous other 
dates of particular significance to the tradition. 

Sakyapas also have a number of important holy days, including the 
“Summer Offering,” which is held on the seventh to fifteenth days of the 
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fourth month. The focus of this ceremony is a set of rituals connected with 
the Hevajra tan trie cycle. A festival on the fourth day of the sixth month 
memorializes the sixteen (or eighteen) arhats whose legends were inher¬ 
ited from India. This celebration is referred to as the “Great Thousand 
Offering” because during the festival one thousand lamps are lit. 

Another Sakya observance is an exorcism called Tordok, during which 
a large torma (along with numerous smaller ones) is constructed and car¬ 
ried to the bank of the Tangchu River. The main image is associated with 
the wrathful deity Mahakala (an aspect of Avalokitesvara). Amid chanting 
and the firing of guns, a symbol called a linga (ling ga ) is offered to the 
image. The ceremony, celebrated from the twenty-second to twenty-ninth 
days of the ninth month, is believed to propitiate local spirits and demons, 
making the area safe for its human inhabitants. 


Common Elements in Tibetan 
Religious Ceremonies 

Although Tibetan ceremonies exhibit a wide range of variations, several 
features are commonly found: the area to be used in a ceremony is first 
purified by rituals and the chanting of mantras; inimical forces are sub¬ 
dued; and the help of buddhas, bodhisattvas, dakinis, and protectors is 
invoked. Rituals almost invariably begin with a recitation of the refuge 
prayer, in which the participants declare their resolution to rely on the 
Buddha, dharma, and samgha (and in tantric ceremonies the lama and 
dakinis are often invoked). This is followed by a recitation of the bodhi- 
sattva vows, in which the celebrants pledge to strive for awakening in order 
to bring all sentient beings happiness and the causes of happiness. Other 
common features of Tibetan rituals include acts of homage, making offer¬ 
ings, confession of transgressions, praising the good deeds performed by 
sentient beings and buddhas, asking buddhas to teach the dharma, peti¬ 
tioning bodhisattvas to forgo their own nirvana in order to work for oth¬ 
ers, and dedicating the merit of the ritual to all sentient beings. Most 
religious gatherings also involve a great deal of chanting and often include 
playing of drums, horns, cymbals, and other instruments. 

Many modern Buddhist festivals have their origins in pre-Buddhist cel¬ 
ebrations, but have become overlaid with Buddhist symbols. Although 
they retain some of their original characteristics, they have become so 
infused with Buddhist imagery and significance that most are thoroughly 



230 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


Buddhist in character, despite the fact that some external aspects hearken 
back to pre-Buddhist practices. As Tucci states, Tibetan Buddhism, 

far from forbidding the festivals in honour of the various dei loci (yul 
lha, sa bdag, klu ), has rather impressed its own imprint on the tradi¬ 
tional rituals and festivals, which have been allowed to continue and 
to preserve essential features of their ancient forms. There is scarcely 
any place in Tibet where these old indigenous forms were not pre¬ 
served from destruction by admitting them into the festal calendar . 10 

These festivals are of a primarily religious nature and are distinguished 
from more secular festivals, such as the ceremonies celebrating the harvest. 
The religious celebrations are occasions for Tibetan Buddhists to gather 
together in the company of religious leaders and participate in rituals that 
drive out evil, purify the negative karmas of the country and its people, 
and serve as opportunities for practitioners to confess past misdeeds and 
rededicate themselves to their religion. Although these gatherings are pri¬ 
marily religious in nature, they are by no means overly solemn. Tibetans 
generally appreciate a good time, and their festivals serve as occasions to 
meet, talk, drink, and celebrate. During these times the Tibetans’ love of 
celebration is evident, and while the religious aspects of the festivals are 
important, there is also a great deal of laughter, merrymaking, and social¬ 
izing. Tibetan festivals have a multifaceted character and exhibit a curious 
blend of the religious and the mundane, of serious Buddhist rituals and 
humorous skits, sacred music and secular entertainments, all mixed 
together. These communal gatherings are important elements in the devel¬ 
opment of a sense of shared values and traditions: people gather together 
from a wide area to celebrate their religion and culture, to meet new peo¬ 
ple and old friends, and to drive out negative influences and ensure a 
brighter future. 


Notes 
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<3: Geography and Architecture 


The Religious Environment 


T he landscape ofTibet is intimately connected with the 
theory and practice of religious architecture. Its inhabi¬ 
tants view the country as a special place, a sacred realm 
that is literally alive with spirits and demons of all types. 
Some of these are benevolent, while others are potentially 
dangerous unless held in check by rituals and mantras, or by the construc¬ 
tion of Buddhist structures. Tibetans have traditionally viewed their coun¬ 
try as a living being, a wild demonness (srin wo; pronounced “sinmo”) who 
was initially opposed to the propagation of Buddhism. In order to subdue 
her and aid the dissemination of the dharma, Songtsen Gampo reportedly 
sponsored the construction of twelve temples at key parts of the country. 
Referred to as “limb-binding temples,” their intention was to subdue the 
country and prevent its spirits and demons from creating obstacles for 
Buddhist teachers. 

These were built in three sets of four: (i) four for the central regions, 
referred to as the “four horns” (ru bzhi)\ (2) four to subdue the border 
regions (mtha ’dul) and (3) four for the outer regions (yasig ’dul). After these 
were completed, the Jokhang temple was built over the heart of the sinmo, 
which completed the process of subjugating her. 1 From the earliest times, 
the spread of Tibetan Buddhism has been linked with the building of tem¬ 
ples and monasteries, as is indicated by the fact that the founding of Samye 
(the first monastery in Tibet) is believed to have marked the official estab¬ 
lishment of the dharma in Tibet. 

The building of religious structures is also connected to Tibet’s geogra¬ 
phy. The Tibetan plateau is like no other place on earth; it is a land apart, 
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a place of vast open spaces, deep blue skies, and towering snow-capped 
mountains. The grandeur of the land has inspired spiritual seekers for mil¬ 
lennia. There is perhaps no better place on earth to experience emptiness; 
space imposes itself on the consciousness everywhere one looks, the land 
seems to stretch off into infinity, and the sweeping ranges of mountains 
naturally draw the gaze upward toward the open sky. 

It is also a harsh environment, with extremes of temperature and cli¬ 
mate, huge tracts of arid high-altitude desert, thin air, and many regions 
that are barely habitable. As a result, for centuries Tibetans, like the indige¬ 
nous inhabitants of North America, lived in harmony with their environ¬ 
ment and carefully shepherded its resources. Such attitudes and practices 
were evoked by the natural beauty of the country and were also a prag¬ 
matic response to its dangers. In addition, their Buddhist beliefs led 
Tibetans to develop an aversion toward killing wild animals, and they 
avoided angering the spirits of the land by causing it harm. According to 
Lobsang Lhalungpa, 

All Tibet was once a land of pristine purity due to sparse population 
and the people’s inbred sense of respect for nature and an ecological 
balance .... The physical world was considered not only the heav¬ 
enly abode of the cosmic deities but also the sacred habitat of all liv¬ 
ing beings. All mountains, lakes, rivers, trees, and even the elements 
were sacred dwellings of the spiritual forces indeed, the entire coun¬ 
try was deemed a ‘sacred realm.’ 2 

This perception of their country as a sacred realm was reflected in the 
fervor that Tibetans had for their religion. Before the Chinese invasion, 
the people of Tibet were devoted to religious practice on a scale unparal¬ 
leled in other countries. Approximately one tenth of the adult male pop¬ 
ulation was monks, and Tibet had over six thousand monasteries. Many 
of its inhabitants believe that widespread devotion to Buddhism is at least 
partially attributable to the country itself, that its geography is conducive 
to religious practice and mystical contemplation. Such attitudes have also 
been expressed by foreign travelers, such as Ardito Desio, who climbed the 
mountain peak in the Karakoram range known as K2. In his account of 
the climb, he writes: 



GEOGRAPHY AND ARCHITECTURE / 235 


When I find myself alone, and only then, I am wont to meditate, and 
from my meditations I derive immense delight and great comfort. I 
meditate above all on the essential nature of human life, and in the 
process I find myself becoming even more serene and self-assured. 3 

Mircea Eliade echoes this sentiment in a discussion of the power of 
mountains to inspire human consciousness: 

Mountains are the nearest thing to the sky, and are thence endowed 
with twofold holiness: on the one hand they share in the spatial sym¬ 
bolism of transcendence—they are ‘high,’ ‘vertical,’ ‘supreme,’ and 
so on—and on the other, they are the especial domain of all hiero- 
phanies of atmosphere, and therefore, the dwelling of the gods . . . 
The symbolic and religious significance of mountains is endless. 
Mountains are often looked on as the place where sky and earth meet, 
a ‘central point’ therefore, the point through which the Axis Mundi 
goes, a region impregnated with the sacred, a spot where one can pass 
from one cosmic zone to another. 4 

Tibetan Architecture and Tibetan Landscape 

Tibetan architecture has recognized the power and symbolism of moun¬ 
tains, as reflected in the way they are used to enhance the visual power of 
religious structures. The construction of religious buildings is connected 
with Buddhist principles and goals, and Tibetan Buddhist buildings reflect 
the natural conditions of the areas in which they are built. Religious struc¬ 
tures play an important role in establishing a sense of Buddhist identity 
for the people of Tibet, and as one travels in the Tibetan cultural area one 
is regularly confronted by impressive buildings, many perched on steep 
hills, often appearing to float in the air in a region midway between the 
ground and the sky. These serve to draw the gaze upward and provide a 
shared symbol of their religion for the people who pass by. Visitors to the 
area remark on the powerful effect of monasteries and temples perched on 
steep cliffs, often with a striking backdrop of snow-covered mountains. 5 
As Thubten Legshay Gyatsho indicates, this effect is intentional. 

One should seek out a place for building a temple in places that have 
the following: a tall mountain behind and many hills in front, two 
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rivers converging in front from the right and left, a central valley of 
rocks and meadows resembling heaps of grain, and a lower part which 
is like two hands crossed at the wrists. 6 

Texts on architecture recommend such places as ideal locations for 
building monasteries and temples. They also list negative landscape fea¬ 
tures that should be avoided, such as a pointed curved shape in back of 
the site of the proposed temple, which is said to signify the jaws of the 
Lord of Death. This is an inauspicious omen, as is the presence of a spring 
above the site, which is symbolic of tears of sorrow. 7 Such negative features 
may be countered, however, and Tibetan architectural theory recognizes 
that no place is completely perfect. With the proper rituals and other 
counteragents, unfavorable landscape characteristics are prevented from 
undermining the success of the building process or harming the future 
inhabitants. 


Construction of Religious Structures 

When constructing a monastery or temple it is first necessary to determine 
an auspicious time to begin. Astrological divinations are conducted, and 
the lama in charge decides how they should be interpreted. After this, the 
builders must make offerings of incense to local deities, because without 
these they might become offended and interfere with the construction. 
The next stage involves taking possession of the land. In order for a reli¬ 
gious site to be successful, it must be free of any negative associations, and 
so the builders must make sure that they have rightfully acquired it from 
any human owners. After this they make offerings to the spirits in the area 
as a way of paying them for the property. Most importantly, they propiti¬ 
ate the earth goddess, who ultimately owns the land. 

A plot of land possessing good signs and characteristics is the foun¬ 
dation from which all happiness is produced. Whoever wishes to 
build a monastic temple on such a spot should first take possession 
of the land. One should take possession from physically-apparent 
land owners, such as from the king or his ministers, either by verbal 
agreement or by payment of wealth. Then, one must make offerings 
to the invisible earth goddess, and one should perform the ritual in 
which one receives her acknowledgment of the sincerity of one’s 
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endeavors.... If one does not vigorously apply oneself to the exam¬ 
ination, testing, appropriation and taming of the land, no matter 
how one proceeds there will be the danger of obstacles and obscura¬ 
tions. Hence, bearing in mind the many histories of temples built in 
the past, it is right to devote great attention to the ways by which 
shrines come into being. 8 

In choosing the site, one should also be aware of such pragmatic con¬ 
siderations as availability of water and food, the character of the local 
inhabitants, and the climate. Since one is constructing a dwelling, there 
must be sufficient drinking water nearby, and one should look for a place 
that is free from conflict and in which the inhabitants have good disposi¬ 
tions. One should not build in regions plagued by insects, or areas with 
many brambles, steep precipices, avalanches, or other natural disasters. 
The climate should be moderate, and locales with frequent droughts or 
shortages of food should be avoided. 

When monastic residences are constructed, they are conceived as self- 
contained communities, and so the plan for the monastery provides for all 
the needs of the monks. The complex has a separate kitchen, a heated room 
in which residents may warm themselves in winter, storehouses (for stock¬ 
piling grain for both monks and the local populace to ensure that they 
have enough to eat, even when natural disasters harm crops), meditation 
areas, a place for bathing, medical facilities, and so on. Those monastic 
orders that stress oral debate will construct a courtyard in which the monks 
congregate for this purpose. Monasteries also have a central prayer room 
in which the monks gather for ceremonies. This contains a central image 
of a buddha which serves as a focal point for the community. 

Before beginning the actual construction, the builders should make 
sure that they have all the required materials. Most monasteries have thick 
walls of stone, packed earth, mud brick, or a mixture of earth and gravel, 
depending on what materials are available. Each area has its own tech¬ 
niques and preferred materials. Buildings in eastern Tibet, for example, 
generally have walls of packed earth for which retaining structures are 
built, and then successive layers are packed down with wooden posts or 
rocks that workers lift and drop repeatedly. One feature common to all 
Tibetan architecture is the sloping shape of the walls, which have thick 
bases and gradually taper toward the top. The construction is all done by 
manual labor. Local people generally volunteer their help in the process, 
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which often takes on a festive atmosphere. Those who participate in build¬ 
ing religious structures gain great merit, and volunteers offer their serv¬ 
ices gladly. 

A striking example of this can be seen in the current effort to rebuild 
Ganden Monastery (outside of Lhasa), which was bombed into rubble by 
Chinese troops. As soon as the authorities lifted the ban on reconstruct¬ 
ing it, Tibetans—many of them young people born and raised under com¬ 
munist rule—began to move stones up the hillside on which Ganden was 
built. The local people have rebuilt and painted some of the damaged 
buildings, though most of the complex remains in ruins. The Chinese 
authorities were reportedly astounded by this display of devotion to the 
old culture of Tibet, which they have relentlessly vilified as “oppressive” 
and “feudal.” Although the Chinese view the rebuilding of Ganden as a 
“reactionary” activity, for those involved it is an attempt to recapture a 
symbol of their religious tradition, which is still treasured by Tibetans 
despite decades of antireligious Chinese propaganda. 

Framing and Decoration 

Throughout the Tibetan plateau, the roofs of buildings are generally flat 
and are built with joists between supporting beams. Smaller boards are 
placed across them and covered with earth and small stones, to which is 
added another layer of stones on top. This mixture is moistened with water 
and packed down. The resulting roof is very hard and strong, as well as 
waterproof. 

Tibetan religious structures are generally built with internal supports of 
large columns and beam structures. Windows and doors have wooden 
frames, often decorated with intricate carvings and painted in vibrant col¬ 
ors. The main entrance is often a vestibule with an open side, whose walls 
are covered with murals depicting Buddhist motifs and deities. Others 
may depict monastic scenes or examples of the clothing and conduct 
expected of the residents. 

There is a widespread tradition of painting, on the walls inside the 
door of the assembly hall, examples of the proper measures and 
designs of the robes and requisite articles for the livelihood of the 
assembly of fully-ordained monks as set forth in the Vinaya. Also 
common are paintings illustrating meditation experiences where one 
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material element predominates, depictions of yogis practicing the 
meditation of calming and setting the mind, and paintings illustrat¬ 
ing other topics. 9 

Another common motif is the “Wheel of Life,” symbolizing the work¬ 
ings of cyclic existence. This is frequently found at the doorway to the 
main assembly hall and serves to remind the inhabitants of the dangers 
of mundane existence. This striking image has a large central circle 
divided into two halves. The top half has three sections, representing the 
three “happy transmigrations”—humans, demi-gods, and gods. The 
lower half also has three sections, indicative of the three bad transmigra¬ 
tions—animals, hungry ghosts, and hell beings. A pigeon symbolizes the 
mental affliction of desire, a snake represents hatred, and a pig—symbol 
of ignorance—holds the tails of the first two in its mouth. These three 
afflictions are the primary factors that bind people to cyclic existence, 
causing them to transmigrate helplessly from birth to birth. The theme 
of cause and effect is further illustrated by twelve sections around the rim 
of the wheel, symbolizing the twelve links of dependent arising (a sum¬ 
mary of the process of transmigration). 10 The whole wheel is held in the 
jaws of the Lord of Death, indicating that death is inevitable for those 
who are caught up in this cycle. Outside of the wheel are buddhas and 
bodhisattvas, often shown teaching the dharma, which provides an 
avenue of escape for those who are perceptive enough to recognize this 
and follow their instructions. 

The paintings of a given monastery reflect its primary emphasis as well 
as its lineage. Tantric monasteries emphasize tantric themes, while those 
devoted mainly to study and debate will have pictures of great scholars 
from India as well as luminaries of the school. 

Structures built by wealthy orders or patrons often have gilded roofs, 
surmounted by two deer on either side of a wheel, symbolizing the Deer 
Park in Sarnath, where Sakyamuni Buddha first “turned the wheel of 
dharma.” These features reflect the tantric emphasis on symbolism: both 
the exteriors and interiors of Tibetan religious structures are commonly 
replete with religious images and symbols, the intention of which is sub¬ 
tly to influence the minds of those who see them. The inhabitants are con¬ 
stantly confronted by pictorial representations of key Buddhist concepts, 
which are meant to evoke corresponding responses in their thoughts and 
attitudes. The tantric influence on Tibetan architecture is noted byThub- 
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ten Legshay Gyatsho: “Tibet’s own pure tradition of temple architecture 
is a system that incorporates the good and harmonious from among vari¬ 
ous architectural features of the celestial palaces described in the tantric 
divisions of scripture.” 11 

Even the internal structure of religious buildings often reflects Buddhist 
ideas, as is illustrated by the common practice of building prayer halls with 
four columns and eight beams, symbolizing the four noble truths and the 
eightfold noble path. The outsides of the buildings are generally painted 
white, which is an auspicious color symbolic of purity, and the areas around 
them are invariably festooned with prayer flags, which are inscribed with 
Buddhist mantras and prayers to deities. Every time the breeze moves a 
flag it sends out a prayer for the benefit of all sentient beings. A similar 
sentiment is found in the construction of the rows of prayer wheels which 
often surround the outside walls of monastic establishments. It is a com¬ 
mon sight to see monks or local laypeople circumambulating the sacred 
precincts, turning each wheel in turn, with the intention of benefiting oth¬ 
ers. Many monasteries also have prayer wheels that are turned by water, 
constantly sending out blessings that fill the universe and ease the suffer¬ 
ing of sentient beings in all realms. 

As Tucci notes, the images and symbols adorning Tibetan religious 
structures are intended “to prepare the right mood, and converge the spirit 
towards supreme visions, so as to complete with the help of art the apos- 
tolate work undertaken.” 12 These symbols operate on multiple levels: for 
ordinary people, they are straightforward representations of buddhas, 
bodhisattvas, and other beings to whom they may pray for blessings, pro¬ 
tection, prosperity, and so forth, while for those who are initiated into their 
deeper significance they are viewed as representations of states of con¬ 
sciousness that practitioners should seek to actualize in their own minds 
through meditative cultivation. Because of the differences in their respec¬ 
tive training and worldviews, monks and uneducated laypeople looking at 
the same symbols perceive them in very different ways. A monk who has 
been initiated into the relevant tantric practices should view them as sym¬ 
bols whose esoteric meanings, revealed by his guru, represent the goals and 
techniques of his religious training. Most laypeople will likely perceive 
them as forces and beings to whom they pray and make propitiatory offer¬ 
ings for mundane and pragmatic ends. As Tucci notes, these are two parts 
of a continuum of attitudes, ranging from the simple faith of uninitiated 
laypeople to the developed perceptions of tantric adepts, 
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but there is no opposition between the two ways of approaching the 
divine; they rather correspond to two different moments in the spir¬ 
itual ascension that every religion proposes as [the] ultimate goal to 
the faithful, and that consists ... in a progressive purification. The 
first way to approach the divine is to have glimmers of grace about 
it, which create ardours and renunciations, enkindle the desire of feel¬ 
ing its contact in an ever more intimate way through those visible 
forms that inspire dedication and elan of faith and tear us away from 
the tyranny of daily contingencies. In this way the cult of images is 
helpful in a first moment; because, later, the merit so acquired will 
bear fruits and the individual will be inclined to understand less 
material and sensory forms of the divine and could ascend to those 
experiences that, progressively refining themselves, will make him 
worthy, one day, to approach the doors of the greatest mystery. 13 

Buddhism recognizes that there are different levels of understanding, 
and its teachings respond to this by providing a wide range of symbols and 
techniques which can accommodate various types of practitioners. In the 
same way, the symbols of Tibetan religious structures are intended to be 
understood differently by different individuals, who interpret them in 
accordance with their particular predilections and perceptions. 

Rituals and Consecrations 

Rituals and consecrations accompany every stage of the construction of 
Tibetan religious structures. These ensure the pacification of negative 
forces and alleviate any faults that may have occurred during the building 
process. In addition, the power of these rituals ensures the future protec¬ 
tion of the structure. Most monasteries and temples also have a special 
chapel for the protector deities of the order, who are expected to safeguard 
the buildings and their inhabitants. The importance of these protectors 
was noted by Tucci, who states that Tibetan temples 

are the architectural and plastic projection of a mystical process or of 
a liturgy; the presence of the dharmapala [protectors of the dharma] 
or the dvarapala [door guardians] . . . leads us back to an essential 
moment of every act of worship .... No ritual ceremony can have 
the desired result, if first the evil forces. . . have not been sent away, 
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since these are the impediments to the formation of that sacred aura 
in which the compliance with the rite can only take place .... And 
consequently, in the temple, which is consecrated soil and the place 
in which the atmosphere of purity and sanctity must always be pre¬ 
served, near the doors almost unfailingly the images of these 
dharmapala are arranged or depicted, the supreme mercifulness of 
whom becomes active and pugnacious to reject all that which is from 
outside. 14 

Tibetan texts on architecture indicate that one must also take steps to 
ensure that human workers have positive attitudes about their labor. 
Before construction begins, the masons and carpenters are given offerings 
of beer, rice, tea, and tsampa (barley flour). The workers are presented with 
katas —silk scarves given by Tibetans to mark important occasions. Simi¬ 
lar offerings are given after the completion of each floor of the building. 15 
It is also common to have rest days during which no one works, and all 
the people involved in the construction gather together to admire their 
handiwork and enjoy each other’s company. No work is done on impor¬ 
tant holy days, and since most of the volunteers are unpaid, many must 
take time off to attend to their own business. In addition, the requisite rit¬ 
uals and consecrations are often very time-consuming, and by Western 
standards Tibetan construction generally proceeds at a very slow pace. 

Stupas 

Stupas (mchod rten ) are found throughout the Tibetan cultural area. They 
proliferate in all regions where Buddhism has had a significant impact on 
the local culture. Sometimes they are built in groups, and sometimes they 
stand alone. Stupas are even constructed in very remote or uninhabited 
areas, often by people who regularly travel in such places, since stupas are 
believed to subdue and propitiate local spirits and make an area safe for 
people to pass through. 

The stupa motif originated in India around the third century c.e. These 
monuments were reportedly first used as receptacles for the cremated 
remains of religious figures or for sacred objects, but in Tibet they exhibit 
a wide range of motifs and purposes. As Tucci notes, Tibetan stupas only 
rarely serve a funerary function. 16 The Sanskrit term stupa literally means 
“heap” or “mound,” reflecting the simple designs of Indian versions of this 
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architectural form. 17 Lokesh Chandra contends that in India stupas were 
originally used to mark the domains of kings, but the design was later 
adopted by Buddhists for religious purposes. 18 Initially constructed by 
Buddhists primarily to house the remains of great teachers, their symbol¬ 
ism gradually was expanded, although they retained their pre-Buddhist 
function of designating territory. The building of a stupa is a concrete 
manifestation of the establishment of the dharma in an area, marking it as 
a place whose inhabitants have embraced Buddhism. 

The Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit term stupa— choden —is an 
interpretive one, meaning “receptacle for offerings.” This reflects the fact 
that in Tibet they often contain religious objects, texts, images, and the 
like, and are invested with spiritual energy by being consecrated in special 
ceremonies. As a result, pilgrimages to stupas are thought to earn merit, 
as are prostrations and circumambulations. Their construction and ven¬ 
eration are strongly associated with the practice of accumulating merit 
through virtuous activities. They are often built to commemorate an aus¬ 
picious event, or for the spiritual wellbeing of the inhabitants of an area. 
Those who construct them receive a great deal of merit, since stupas also 
bring benefit to others who venerate them. 

The rewards for builders of stupas are sometimes described as a sort of 
spiritual pyramid scheme, in which the original builder continues to gain 
merit due to the ongoing utilization of the stupa for religious purposes. A 
stupas function of bringing merit to those who build or venerate it has 
wide-ranging benefits. People who engage in devotional activities with vir¬ 
tuous intentions purify their thoughts, which helps them to cultivate 
morality and positive feelings toward others. The merit they acquire brings 
them good fortune in this and future lives; even more importantly, it helps 
them to purify their mental continuums of afflictions, which is a neces¬ 
sary part of the path to awakening. 

In Tibet stupas often serve as repositories for sacred articles that have 
outlived their usefulness, such as texts, paintings, images, and so on. When 
these become old, worn, or damaged, they are not discarded like common 
garbage, but are generally deposited in stupas. Even sacred articles that are 
damaged still retain their sacral character, and so it would be an act of des¬ 
ecration simply to discard them. Since religious texts or images represent 
the dharma itself, they cannot be tossed onto a garbage heap; such an act 
would be an insult to the Buddha and his teaching. Such negative actions 
inevitably rebound on those who commit them, bringing suffering and 
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pain, and so Tibetans use stupas—which are themselves sacred spaces—as 
repositories for religious articles that have served their purpose but are no 
longer useful. 


Types of Tibetan Stupas 

The size and shape of Tibetan stupas vary greatly. Some stupas are only a 
few inches in height, while others are towering structures with many lev¬ 
els. Most towns have several stupas along roads at their outskirts, and in 
rural Nepal it is common to see stupas built over the roads entering a town. 
People coming into the town pass through an opening at the bottom of 
the stupa; this act brings a blessing to all who enter the town, and the stupa 
is thought to protect the inhabitants from outside evils. Often the 
approach to the town will be marked by several stupas, generally joined 
together by long walls of stones inscribed with the mantra om mayii padme 
hum. These “mani walls” are sometimes over one mile long and consist of 
tens of thousands of stones, each one of which has the mantra either carved 
or written on it. 

According to Tibetan architectural theory, stupa designs are based on 
eight paradigmatic Indian models, each of which commemorated a par¬ 
ticular aspect of the Buddhas career; 

1. A stupa at the Lumbini grove in Kapilavastu (where Siddhartha 
was born), reportedly built by Suddhodana; 

2. A stupa in Magadha, credited to Ajatas'atru, commemorating the 
Buddha’s awakening; 

3. A stupa in Varanasi, built by Brahmadatta, that represents his 
teaching activities; 

4. A stupa in Sravasti, built by Prasenajit, that portrays a miraculous 
display he created in order to defeat a group of heretics; 

5. A stupa in Kanyakubja, on the site from which he ascended to 
Tusita heaven and then returned again; 

6 . A stupa at Rajagrha, where the Buddha mediated an argument 
between groups of monks; this was reportedly built by Bimbisara; 

7. A stupa in Vaisall, where he contemplated how long he would 
live; this was constructed by a prince of the Licchavis; 

8. A stupa in Kusinagara, attributed to Malla, where the Buddha 
attained final nirvana. 19 
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Buddhist Symbolism 

The design of stupas reflects Buddhist motifs. They employ the basic 
design of the mandala, and their form symbolizes the structure of the uni¬ 
verse according to traditional Buddhist cosmology and the path to libera¬ 
tion. A common design for stupas utilizes a square base, representing the 
earth element. 20 The base is oriented toward the four cardinal directions 
and is surmounted by a dome, which corresponds to the earth element 
and the system of universal genesis. It is symbolic of our world, in which 
beings are born and die, transmigrating endlessly under the dome of the 
sky until they comprehend the path to release. This path is indicated by a 
series of rings above the dome, often ten in number, designating the ten 
bodhisattva levels and the fire element. 21 Stupas are often capped by a para¬ 
sol, symbolic of the awakening of buddhas, who have transcended the 
mundane world but still retain a connection to it through compassionate 
activity. On top of the parasol are a half-moon and a sun disk, which sig¬ 
nify space. The hierarchical structure of the stupa denotes the stages of 
ascension of a Buddhist practitioner, who begins at the level of an ordi¬ 
nary being helplessly transmigrating in cyclic existence, but who heroically 
attains liberation through accumulating merit, practicing morality and 
developing virtuous mental qualities, working for the benefit of others, 
and cultivating direct perception of the true nature of reality. There is a 
separation between the states of ordinary sentient beings and buddhas, but 
the former constitute the raw material for the latter, and so are the basis 
for the attainment of awakening. This is reflected in the clear distinction 
between the shapes of the base, body, and spires of stupas, each of which 
represents a particular aspect of the path, but all of which are connected 
as integral parts of the structure. 

Stupas play an important role in the religious life of Tibetan Buddhist 
communities. They are a concrete manifestation of the establishment of 
the dharma in the physical environment, and they also serve as a focus for 
devotional activities. It is common to see people circumambulating them 
in a clockwise direction (except for followers of Bon, who walk in the oppo¬ 
site direction), often softly intoning mantras or performing prostrations. 
It is believed that such activities work on the mind of the practitioner, elim¬ 
inating mental afflictions and promoting the development of virtuous 
mental states. Because of the role they play in the process of accumulating 
merit, stupas serve as focal points for the religious life of the community. 
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Part Three 


Tibetan Buddhist Doctrines 
and Practices 




9: TANTRA 


The Place of the Tantras in Buddhist Literature 

T he term tantra ( rgyud ,pronounced “gyii”) refers to sys¬ 
tems of practice and meditation derived from esoteric 
texts emphasizing cognitive transformation through visu¬ 
alization, symbols, and ritual. These in turn gave rise to a 
vast commentarial literature, as well as oral traditions, and 
tantric practices, ideas, and images today permeate all aspects of Tibetan 
Buddhism. The root texts of this system are generally called “tantras”; most 
of these highlight a particular buddha who is the focus of ritual and med¬ 
itative practices (in the Hevajra Tantra, for example, the buddha Hevajra 
is the central figure). 

Although many of the fundamental treatises of this tradition are called 
tantras, there are some that do not contain the term “tantra” in the title, 
and there are some non-tantric works that do. As David Snellgrove notes, 

some of the works that were subsequently catalogued by the Tibetans 
as tantras are referred to in their titles as sutras. Thus there is a slight 
overlapping between these two classes of Buddhist literature, 
although clear distinctions of content can be drawn between them. 1 

Each order ofTibetan Buddhism has its distinctive tantric practices, and 
individual lineages are often based on particular tantras or on groups of 
tantras that are considered to be related. 

Tantric Buddhism is often referred to by its adherents as the Vajra Vehi¬ 
cle (rDo rje’i thegpa, Vajraydna). The vajra (rdo rje\ pronounced “dorje”) 
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is an important symbol in the tantras: it is described as the hardest sub¬ 
stance, something that is pure and unbreakable, like the omniscient wis¬ 
dom of a buddha. Iconographically, the vajra is a five-pointed scepter that 
represents the method aspect of a buddha’s realization. In tantric images, 
it is commonly held in the right hand by a buddha or bodhisattva, and a 
bell is held in the left hand. The bell denotes the wisdom aspect, and the 
two arms are often crossed, symbolizing the inseparable union of method 
and wisdom in the mind of a buddha. According to the Vajra Crown Tantra 
( Vajrasekhara-tantra ), a vajra is “adamantine, hard, nonempty, with a 
nature that is imperturbable and indivisible; because it cannot be burned 
and is indestructible and empty, it is called ‘vajra’.” 2 

It is symbolic of the awakened mind of a buddha—which combines 
compassion for all sentient beings with full understanding of real¬ 
ity—and the activities of a buddha, which are characterized by com¬ 
passionate manifestations with direct perception of emptiness. Thus 
the vajra represents the final aspiration of Mahayana practitioners. 

Tantric Buddhism is also referred to as the “Method Vehicle,” because 
it contains numerous special techniques for rapid attainment of buddha- 
hood, and the “Effect Vehicle,” because it takes the final result of Buddhist 
practice—buddhahood—as the path and trains directly in the attributes 
of awakening. Vajrayana is considered by its adherents to be a separate 
vehicle, along with Hinayana and Mahayana, and they believe it to be the 
supreme Buddhist system. It follows the general outlines of Indian 
Mahayana (which tantric exegetes often refer to as the “Sutra Vehicle,” 
because it is based on the Mahayana sutras, or the “Perfection Vehicle,” 
because it enjoins the gradual cultivation of the perfections as the path to 
buddhahood) and also valorizes the bodhisattva as its ideal, but Vajrayana 
claims to have special and more effective methods of practice that can 
greatly shorten the path to buddhahood. As in the standard Mahayana, 
tantric bodhisattvas cultivate the six perfections, follow the five paths and 
ten levels, and their training also culminates in the awakening of a bud¬ 
dha, but highest yoga tantra texts maintain that practitioners can complete 
the path in one human lifetime instead of the three countless eons required 
for bodhisattvas of the Perfection Vehicle. 
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Origins ofVajrayana 

Most tantras claim to have been spoken by Sakyamuni Buddha, or some¬ 
times by other buddhas. This assertion is accepted by most Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhists, but is generally rejected by contemporary historically-oriented 
scholars, because no reliable evidence supports the appearance of tantras 
for at least a millennium after the death of Sakyamuni. 3 The discrepancy 
between the time of the Buddha and the period ofVajrayana’s flourishing 
in India has also been noted by Tibetan historians, and Taranatha 
(1575-1635) attempts to explain it away by stating that Sakyamuni taught 
the tantras during his lifetime, but some were passed on in secret from 
master to disciple, while others were hidden in the Heaven of the Thirty- 
Three or Tusita until humans were ready to receive them. 4 The origins of 
tantra are extremely obscure, and there are numerous theories concerning 
when, where, and by whom various texts were composed. 

Taranatha reports that the tantric teachings were first given to the 
Indian king Indrabhuti of Zahor. The Buddha created an emanation body, 
and then appeared in his enjoyment body form in the center of a vast 
mandala. The king was sitting in his palace surveying his domain. Seeing 
what appeared to be a flock of red birds flying in the distance, he asked his 
advisors what they were, and was informed that it was the Buddha and his 
arhat disciples. He ordered that the Buddha be invited to the palace. 

When the Buddha and his retinue arrived at the royal court, he gave the 
king Hinayana teachings, but Indrabhuti was dissatisfied with what he had 
heard and requested something deeper. The Buddha responded by mak¬ 
ing the Hinayanists in his entourage disappear, and then created a huge 
mandala and delivered tantric instructions. At this point, Vajrayana 
entered the world of humans and was transmitted in secret to the few 
advanced practitioners who could comprehend and effectively practice it. 
Indrabhuti, however, was initially unable to understand the new dispen¬ 
sation, but the sage Kukura was given a special empowerment by the bud- 
dha Vajrasattva, following which he was able to explain it to the king. 

There are no historical records of an Indian king Indrabhuti receiving 
or transmitting tantric teachings, nor is the story of the creation and dis¬ 
semination ofVajrayana likely to be as straightforward as those found in 
traditional accounts. Sources relating to the origins of tantra are notably 
scarce, and often contradictory, and so much of the early history must be 
inferred (or guessed) from fragments of the past. 
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There are no records from the Buddhas time that suggest he gave teach¬ 
ings resembling developed Vajrayana. The tantras only began to appear in 
India toward the end of the seventh century—over a millennium after the 
Buddhas passing—and new ones continued to be composed until the 
twelfth century, and possibly later. It is clear from Tibetan records that 
when Buddhism was first disseminated in Tibet during the ninth and tenth 
centuries tantric texts and practices were well established in India and that 
many of the monastic universities that were centers for the transmission 
of the dharma were also centers of Vajrayana study and practice. 

When the Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang (596-664) visited India between 
the years 629 and 645 c.e., he made no mention of tantric texts or prac¬ 
tices in his writings. 5 This is significant because he traveled all over Bud¬ 
dhist India and through Central Asia, and his reporting is notable for its 
scrupulousness. He recorded in great detail the places he visited, the pil¬ 
grimage spots and shrines he saw, the numbers of monks he found in par¬ 
ticular areas, and the types of practices in which they were engaged. He 
reported the existence of many people belonging to Hlnayana or Maha- 
yana sects, but there is no record of his ever encountering any type of Bud¬ 
dhism that resembles Vajrayana. When another Chinese pilgrim named 
Wuxing traveled to India sometime around 680, he reported that Vajra¬ 
yana had entered the monastic mainstream in the north Indian monastic 
centers, and he also indicated that this was a recent phenomenon. Tibetans 
did not begin translating tantric texts until the eighth century, and Chi¬ 
nese Buddhists began to import and translate them around the same time, 
and so it appears that the first tantras were probably composed somewhere 
around the end of the seventh century and that their appearance and 
acceptance in India probably happened rather quickly, over the period of 
several decades. 

Tantric lineages commonly claim Indian luminaries like Nagarjuna (ca. 
150-250 c.e.) and Asanga (ca. fourth century c.e.), but this was done ret¬ 
rospectively; there is no evidence to indicate that they were involved in 
tantric practices. Vajrayana was not a completely new system, however, 
and it incorporated elements of earlier Buddhist traditions, including doc¬ 
trines and practices. For example, tantric texts presuppose the doctrine of 
emptiness, which is central to the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools, and 
places a high value on skill in means, which is a core theme in a number 
of Mahayana sutras. The symbol of the vajra predates Buddhism, as does 
the use of mantras, symbolic diagrams, and fire rituals (sbyin sreg, homo), 



TANTRA / 253 


all of which are central to Vajrayana. Before the late seventh or early eighth 
centuries, however, there is no evidence of anything resembling the elab¬ 
orate systems of doctrine and practice that characterized the developed 
Vajrayana, nor are there records of adherents proclaiming it as a separate 
“vehicle.” 

Whatever their origins, it is clear that the production of the new tan trie 
texts in India—and the claim that these had been taught during the time 
of Sakyamuni—generated both great interest and strong opposition. 
These reactions are also found in the writings of contemporary Western 
scholars. Some view tantra as a development that accords with the ideals 
and doctrines of Mahayana, while others consider it to be a new phenom¬ 
enon that marks a major paradigm shift. Some early Western researchers— 
apparently shocked by the presence of sexual imagery and practices, as well 
as a plethora of demonic figures—characterized tantra as the final degen¬ 
eration of Indian Buddhism, a corruption of the ideals and practices of the 
dharma of Sakyamuni. 

These thoughts are not, however, shared by Tibetan scholars, who gen¬ 
erally view tantra as the supreme of all Buddhist teachings and who con¬ 
sider tantric practices to be the shortest and most effective path to 
buddhahood. Tantric texts and practices are considered by Tibetans to be 
a part of Mahayana, since they emphasize both the path of the bodhisattva, 
which leads to the supreme goal of buddhahood, and the central impor¬ 
tance of compassion, which is the primary motivating factor in the bodhi- 
sattva’s pursuit of awakening. As David Snellgrove has noted, however, 
tantric texts were not accepted wholesale in Tibet, and in order for a work 
to be acknowledged as authoritative Tibetan scholars generally required 
validation in the form of a Sanskrit original. Thus Tibetan Buddhists 

followed their Indian masters in treating the tantras ... as authori¬ 
tative Buddhist works, canonically valid as Buddha Word just as 
much as were the Mahayana sutras. When they finalized the contents 
of their own canon in the thirteenth century, they strictly excluded 
from the Tantra section certain tantras for the existence of which no 
direct Indian authority in the form of a Sanskrit original or other 
acceptable Indian original could be proved. 6 


Moreover, there was some opposition to the tantras during the early 
part of the first dissemination, and both Trisong Detsen and Relbachen 
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forbade their translation into Tibetan. Later in the eleventh century, the 
Official Edict catalogue ofYeshe O characterized such tantric practices as 
sexual union (sbyor bd) and “deliverance” (sgrol ba\ “liberating” beings from 
cyclic existence by killing them) as heretical and rejected tantras that con¬ 
tained descriptions of them. The famed translator Rinchen Sangpo 
(958-1055) made similar claims in his Refutation of Errors Regarding Secret 
Mantra . 7 Such controversies continue today, and Tibetan exegetes tend to 
construe the more outrageous passages in tantric texts symbolically. 

The Socio-Political Environment of Early Indian Vajraydna 

The dynasties of the Guptas and Vakatas (ca. 320-550) were a time of rel¬ 
atively stable centralized government in India. After they fell, a feudal 
period ensued during which much of the subcontinent was divided into 
smaller states. The larger ones commonly had smaller allies and vassals that 
made alliances of convenience. As power relations shifted, however, so did 
the associations, and armed conflict between these kingdoms was com¬ 
mon. A powerful state might suffer losses as a result of its military cam¬ 
paigns and be reduced to a vassal of an emergent rival, or be subsumed 
altogether. Records of the time speak of devastation resulting from war¬ 
fare and the corresponding breakdown of social order, large population 
shifts, and negative effects on trade and the sort of royal sponsorship that 
had been essential for the founding and maintenance of large monastic 
institutions. In this new environment, Buddhists borrowed from rival 
groups like the Pas'upatas and Kapalikas, who had practices and doctrines 
that resembled those of the developed Vajrayana. Ronald Davidson per¬ 
suasively argues that the emergence of Buddhist Vajrayana was part of an 
attempt to adapt to changing social conditions and develop new para¬ 
digms to suit the times. 8 

The origins of Indian Vajrayana lie in this feudal period of medieval 
India, and so it is not surprising that the emerging system appropriated 
elements of the surrounding society. Much of the symbolism and organi¬ 
zation of Vajrayana ritual reflects post-Gupta India; an example is the 
mandala, which often depicts an Indian royal residence or a central deity 
with a surrounding retinue of subordinates, like an Indian monarch or a 
powerful state surrounded by vassals. And as in medieval India, the cen¬ 
ter can shift in changing circumstances, and one of the peripheral elements 
can become central. In visualization practice, one generates a mental image 
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of the mandala and populates it with various deities, each with its own 
subsidiary entourages, and at the conclusion of the rite dissolves them into 
one’s own mind. As a result, one acquires the attributes of the deities, and 
meditators are supposed to experience the “divine pride” of a lordly bud- 
dha who exerts dominion over his or her domain, a pride that is free from 
afflictions such as desire, anger, or obscuration. 

Tantric consecration ceremonies also incorporate a number of elements 
that reflect the paraphernalia of Indian kingship, and the stated goal of 
tantric initiation—becoming a supreme lord with dominion over a par¬ 
ticular area—is derived from royal consecration rituals. Moreover, during 
their training bodhisattvas accrue vast stores of merit that allow them to 
create buddha realms with conditions that are suitable to particular types 
of beings, and after attaining buddhahood they become lords of these 
domains. An example is Sukhavati, the realm of Amitabha, which is the 
focus of popular cults throughout the Mahayana world. The buddha who 
creates a realm is also its overlord, and this notion is extended in Vajrayana: 
tantric adepts are said to become “supreme overlords,” and they also pos¬ 
sess the charisma of kings, extensive magical powers, and the ability to con¬ 
quer sorcerers and gods. 

Even today tantric consecrations employ the accoutrements of royal 
consecrations from the Indian feudal period following the demise of the 
Guptas, and initiates commonly wear crowns and carry vajras, which in 
some texts are related to the king’s staff of office (’khar, danda ), the sym¬ 
bol of regal power in medieval India. Moreover, the language and symbol¬ 
ism of these rituals contain elements of the imperial paraphernalia of the 
time. Initiates are instructed to view themselves as monarchs who acquire 
power through their meditation and performance of rituals, and who exer¬ 
cise dominion in the manner of a universal monarch (’khor los bsgyur ba’i 
rgyalpo, cakravartin). During the ceremony, they also learn mantras that 
purportedly have the power to defeat rival armies, ensure good crops, con¬ 
trol the weather, counter black magic by enemies, and so on, all of which 
were part of the lore of medieval Indian kingship. 

Along with the appropriation of symbols of royalty and medieval 
Indian social structures, Vajrayana texts also contain significant antino- 
mian elements, and some of the most influential practitioners of early 
tantra were the “adepts” (grub thob, siddha ) who lived at the margins of 
society and frequented cemeteries, charnel grounds, and wildernesses 
while engaging in practices that were abhorrent to orthodox Brahmanism. 
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These included tantric “feasts” ( tshogs ’khor, ganacakra) in which siddhas 
with long matted hair, wearing ornaments of human bones, dressed in ani¬ 
mal skins, and sometimes smeared with ashes from cremation fires, forni¬ 
cated with their consorts and consumed forbidden substances like alcohol 
and dishes made from the flesh of humans. 

The most influential grouping of Buddhist siddhas (adepts) is found in 
Abhayadatta’s (ca. twelfth-century) hagiography Lives of the Eighty-Four 
Adepts , which includes such luminaries as Virupa, Kanha, Tilopa, and his 
student Naropa. Many of the siddhas are also known through their works 
of prose and poetry, particularly inspired verse compositions (doha). 

The siddhas constitute a strange collection of tribal people, outcastes, 
beggars, criminals, and some upper caste members. They reportedly defeat 
demons, fly through the air, pass through solid objects, and travel to the 
land of the dakinis (female buddhas who are guardians of tantric lore), 
where they receive esoteric instruction. The goal of siddha practice is the 
acquisition of supernatural powers (dngos grub, siddhi), which are said to 
be aids on the path to buddhahood. Their pantheon incorporated various 
fearsome tribal and local deities that were associated with lowcaste groups, 
as well as demons and other unsavory characters. Their antinomian prac¬ 
tices are portrayed as skillful means to help adepts transcend ordinary con¬ 
ceptuality and are connected with the doctrine of emptiness; all 
phenomena are devoid of any inherent nature, and so by extension any¬ 
thing can be appropriated in the path to liberation. 

The tantras commonly employ the opening formula of sutras, “Thus 
have I heard at one time . . . ,” and are sometimes situated in Indian loca¬ 
tions found in the Hinayana and Mahayana discourses, but in others the 
Buddha is said to reside in transcendental realms, and often engages in 
activities that he proscribed in his discourses and the vinaya. The Hevajra 
Tantra (11.3,29), for example, begins by asserting that the Buddha “dwelt 
in the vagina of the Vajrayogim who is the body, speech, and mind of all 
buddhas.” He tells the assembled bodhisattvas: “You should kill living 
beings, speak lying words, take things that are not given, and have sex with 
many women.” They are so scandalized to see the Buddha in flagrante 
delicto and uttering such apparently scandalous words that they collec¬ 
tively faint. He magically revives them and informs them that the new 
teachings are more advanced versions of what they had previously learned. 
He then explains that these teachings are to be understood symbolically: 
“killing living beings” involves cultivating “singleness of thought”; “speak- 
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ing lying words” refers to the vow to save all sentient beings; “what is not 
given” is a woman’s bliss (presumably in sexual yoga); and “frequenting 
others’ wives” is meditation focused on Nairatmya, Hevajra’s consort. 

The Buddha explains that in the final analysis there is no difference 
between cyclic existence and nirvana ( ; khor ’das dbyer med, samsara- 
nirvana-abheda) and that the goal of tantric practice is to become indif¬ 
ferent to all notions of good and bad, pure and impure, permitted and 
proscribed: “There is nothing that one may not do, and nothing that one 
may not eat. There is nothing that one may not think or say, nothing that 
is either pleasant or unpleasant.” (1.7,24) 


Tantra As a Branch of Mahayana 
Sutra and Tantra 

Tantras differ from other Mahayana texts primarily in the area of method: 
they contain practices, symbols, and teachings that are not found in other 
Mahayana works, and these are held by their adherents to be more potent 
and effective than those of the Perfection Vehicle. Through tantric prac¬ 
tice, according to LamaThubten Yeshe, one is able to overcome afflictions 
and deluded thoughts, progress rapidly through the Buddhist paths, and 
attain the state of buddhahood in order to benefit others. 

Speaking generally we can say that all the many practices of tantra 
involve the principle of transformation .... Through the practice of 
tantra all our energies, including the subtle yet very powerful ener¬ 
gies we are not ordinarily aware of, are harnessed to accomplish the 
greatest of all transformations. This is our evolution from an ordi¬ 
nary, limited and deluded person trapped within the shell of a petty 
ego into a fully evolved, totally conscious being of unlimited com¬ 
passion and insight. 9 

Vajrayana focuses on ritual, visualization, and symbols in order to effect 
rapid transformation to the state of buddhahood. Many tantrists even 
claim that it is only possible to become a buddha through practice of high¬ 
est yoga tantra. The Dalai Lama, for instance, asserts that “one must finally 
engage in Mantra [another name for tantric practice] in order to become 
a Buddha.” 10 As we saw in earlier sections, this claim runs counter to the 
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popular biographies of Sakyamuni, which make no mention of tantra. 
This discrepancy is explained away by stating that although Sakyamuni 
appeared to take rebirth in India and attain awakening, in reality he had 
become awakened in the distant past. His birth, life in the palace, pursuit 
of awakening, and so on, were really only a display put on for the benefit 
of people of limited intellect. Like all buddhas, he attained buddhahood 
through the special practices of highest yoga tantra. 

In the Compendium of the Truth of All Tathdgatas, it is related that as 
Siddhartha Gautama sat under the Tree of Awakening he was roused from 
his meditation by the buddhas of the ten directions, who informed him 
that it is impossible to attain buddhahood without engaging in the sexual 
yogas of highest yoga tantra. Realizing that this was the case, he left his 
physical body under the tree and traveled to a transcendent tantric realm, 
where he received consecrations and engaged in sexual yogas with a con¬ 
sort named Tilottama. He then returned to Bodh Gaya and resumed his 
display. 11 

Motivation 

Although in Tibet tantra is generally considered to be the culmination of 
Buddhist teachings, it is not suitable for everyone. Tantric practice is a 
powerful and effective means of bringing about spiritual transformation, 
but for this very reason it is also thought to be dangerous. Thus Tibetan 
teachers contend that it is only appropriate for certain exceptional indi¬ 
viduals, while others should follow the slower but less dangerous path of 
the Mahayana sutra system or of Hinayana. 

What sort of people are suitable receptacles for tantric teachings? 
According to the Dalai Lama, only those with unusually strong compas¬ 
sion and an overpowering urge to attain buddhahood in order to benefit 
others should undertake the training of Vajrayana: 

A person who has practised the stages of sutra and wishes to attain 
quickly the state of a blessed Buddha should enter into the Secret 
Mantra Vehicle that can easily bestow realisation of Buddhahood. 
However, you cannot seek Buddhahood for yourself, engaging in 
Mantra in order to become unusual .... You must develop great 
compassion from the very orb of your heart for all sentient beings 
traveling in cyclic existence .... You need to have a very strong mind 
wishing to free all sentient beings from suffering and its causes. 12 
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Practitioners of tantra must have greater compassion—and greater 
intelligence—than those who follow the sutra path. The special methods 
and powerful techniques of Vajrayana are intended for those whose com¬ 
passion is so acute that they cannot bear to wait for a long time in order 
to benefit others. 

Although the goal is the same (as in Mahayana sutras), 

(in tantra) there is no ignorance, 

There are many skillful means and less hardship. 

It is for people of sharp intellect. 

Hence, the tantrayana is superior. 13 

The Faults of Cyclic Existence 

In addition to the motivation of compassion, tan trie practitioners must be 
perceptive enough to recognize the faults of cyclic existence. Ordinary, 
ignorant beings are caught up in fleeting and transitory pleasures and fail 
to recognize the pervasiveness of suffering and the inevitability of death. 
Intelligent people who meditate on the nature of things, however, recog¬ 
nize the unsatisfactoriness of cyclic existence and generate a strong desire 
to escape it. 

In common with the exoteric sutra path, tantric texts teach that trans- 
migratory existence is a vicious cycle that is driven by afflicted desires and 
mistaken thoughts. The minds of ordinary beings run after fleeting stim¬ 
uli and are easily distracted by things that appear to promise satisfaction 
but which in the end turn out to be disappointing. Human beings, for 
example, have a tendency to believe that material possessions can lead to 
happiness, and so they expend great amounts of energy in an effort to 
acquire them. Others seek fulfillment in worldly fame or power, sexual 
activity, adventures and dangerous pursuits, but none of these are able to 
provide more than momentary gratification. Wealth, power, and fame are 
easily lost, and those who have them are as prone to discontent and suf¬ 
fering as anyone else. The stimulation of sexual activity and the excitement 
of adventure quickly fade, leaving feelings of emptiness and disappoint¬ 
ment. 

While most exoteric Buddhist texts advise practitioners to reduce desire 
in order to attain liberation, tantric treatises propose to incorporate the 
energy of desire into the path. The problem lies not in desire per se, but 
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rather in a misdirection of the energy of desire toward objects that lead to 
suffering and bondage. 

Instead of viewing pleasure and desire as something to be avoided at 
all costs, tantra recognizes the powerful energy aroused by our desires 
to be an indispensable resource for the spiritual path. Because the 
goal is nothing less than the realization of our highest human poten¬ 
tial, tantra seeks to transform every experience—no matter how 
‘unreligious’ it may appear—into the path of fulfillment. It is pre¬ 
cisely because our present life is so inseparably linked with desire that 
we must make use of desire’s tremendous energy if we wish to trans¬ 
form our life into something transcendental. 14 

Tantric Buddhism accepts the idea found in many Buddhist texts that 
buddhas have overcome desire, but holds that the path to extinction of 
desire does not necessitate its suppression. In fact, since desire is a very 
powerful force in human beings, suppressing it requires the expenditure 
of a great deal of energy and diligent practice over an extended period of 
time. The skillful means of Vajrayana, however, provide methods to redi¬ 
rect this energy by utilizing it in the spiritual path, so that desire itself 
becomes a means to overcome desire. This process is compared to the way 
that two sticks can be rubbed together to create a fire that consumes them. 

This does not mean, however, that tantra involves unrestrained wallow¬ 
ing in pleasure. Rather, desire and bliss are carefully channeled through 
meditative practices, and they are used in very specific ways. The path of 
tantra involves great discipline and requires keen intelligence, and it is 
based on a strong wish to help others. It has nothing to do with sensual 
indulgence. 


Desire and Skillful Means 

Human beings want happiness and seek to avoid suffering. These are 
accepted as legitimate goals by Vajrayana, but the methods commonly 
used to achieve them are rejected. Most people seek pleasure for them¬ 
selves alone, and look for it in material objects, the approval of others, 
interpersonal relationships, and so on. None of these things are able to 
provide lasting contentment, since they are all impermanent and thus sub¬ 
ject to change and death. 
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The problem lies in looking for fulfillment in external things, since true 
happiness is found in the mind. Tantric texts claim that the human mind 
contains the seeds of both suffering and of lasting joy, and that one’s state 
of mind determines which one will experience. Unlike ascetic traditions 
that seek to find satisfaction through difficult or painful meditative prac¬ 
tices, Vajrayana practice cultivates blissful mental states. In tantra, one 
actualizes progressively deeper understanding of the nature of reality 
through experiencing pleasurable cognitions, gaining control over physi¬ 
cal and mental energies, and conjoining blissful consciousnesses with real¬ 
ization of the nature of reality. The goal of tantra is 

to transform all pleasures into the transcendental experience of deep 
penetrative awareness. Instead of advocating separation from worldly 
pleasures the way many other traditions do, tantra emphasizes that 
it is much more effective for human beings to enjoy themselves and 
channel the energy of their enjoyments into a quick and powerful 
path to fulfillment and awakening. This is the most skilful way of 
using our precious human potential. 15 

Through the skillful methods of Vajrayana, meditators are able to cul¬ 
tivate enjoyment in a way that aids in spiritual progress. Afflicted grasp¬ 
ing and desires based on mistaken ideas are the problem, not happiness 
and pleasure. If the pursuit of contentment can be separated from afflictive 
emotions, then it can be incorporated into the path and will even become 
a powerful aid to the attainment of awakening. The Hevajra Tantra, for 
example, states, 

That by which the world is bound, 

By the same things it is released from bondage. 

But the world is deluded and does not understand this truth, 

And one who does not possess this truth cannot attain perfection. 16 

Tantra, however, is not concerned merely with cultivation of pleasure, 
nor is its purview restricted to actions and practices that are traditionally 
associated with “religion.” Tantra proposes to incorporate all actions, all 
thoughts, all emotions into the path. Nothing in itself is pure or impure, 
good or bad, mundane or transcendent; things only appear to us in these 
ways because of preconceived ideas. In the Vajrayana systems, any action 
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—even walking, eating, defecating, or sleeping—can be elements of the 
spiritual path. Tantric practitioners seek to overcome the pervasive sense 
of ordinariness that colors our perceptions of daily life. Sleep, for exam¬ 
ple, should be viewed by a tantrist as a time to recharge one’s strength in 
order that one may wake up and engage in meditation with renewed vigor. 
Eating is a chance to replenish one’s energy in order to be able to continue 
to work for the benefit of others. 

A particularly vivid example of the tantric attitude can be found in the 
story of a tantric lama who escaped Tibet when the Chinese invaded and 
who made his way to northern India, where he dressed as a layman and 
worked on a road construction crew for several years. One day a former 
student happened by and recognized him. Surprised to find an important 
lama performing lowly manual labor, the student asked why he had 
remained an anonymous road worker when he could have told his fellow 
Tibetans who he was and been returned to his monastery. Had he done 
this, he could have lived in ease, surrounded by devoted students. The 
lama replied that for him there was no difference between working on 
roads and living in a monastery. He explained that when he shoveled dirt 
he visualized it as pure offerings to buddhas. Moving heavy boulders sym¬ 
bolized his struggle to eliminate recalcitrant mental afflictions. And his fel¬ 
low workers were fully awakened beings whose actions were performed for 
his benefit. Through his visualization practice, the world he inhabited had 
become a pure land, uncontaminated by the negativities that most people 
see as a result of their mental afflictions. 


Tantric Symbols 
Mandalas 

The Sanskrit term mandala (dkyil ’khoy) literally means “circle,” both in 
the sense of a circular diagram and a surrounding retinue. In Buddhist 
usage the term encompasses both senses, because it refers to circular dia¬ 
grams that often incorporate depictions of deities and their surroundings. 
The mandala represents a sacred realm—often the celestial palace of a bud- 
dha—and it contains symbols and images that illustrate aspects of the 
awakened psychophysical personality of the buddha and that indicate 
Buddhist themes and concepts. The Dalai Lama explains that the image 
of the mandala “is said to be extremely profound because meditation on 
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it serves as an antidote, quickly eradicating the obstructions to liberation 
and the obstructions to omniscience as well as their latent predispositions.” 17 
The obstructions to liberation and the obstructions to omniscience are the 
two main types of mental afflictions that inhibit one’s attainment of bud- 
dhahood. The mandala serves as a representation of an awakened mind 
that is free of all such obstacles, and in the context of tantric practice it is 
a powerful symbol of the state that meditators are trying to attain. 

Mandalas often consist of a series of concentric circles enclosed by a 
square, which in turn has a circular boundary. The square contains a gate¬ 
way in the middle of each side, the main one facing east, with three other 
openings at each of the other cardinal directions. They represent entrances 
to the central palace of the main deity and are based on the design of the 
classical Indian four-sided temple. Such mandalas are elaborate floor plans 
of the palace, viewed from the top. The portals, however, are often laid 
down flat, as are outer walls. These portals are lavishly decorated with 
tantric symbols. The architecture of the mandala represents both the 
nature of reality and the order of an awakened mind. The two-dimensional 
blueprint is then used as a template for visualization. The image, emanated 
from the empty nature of mind through the power of creative visualiza¬ 
tion, is intended to evoke attitudes and understandings that correspond 
to its internal symbolic structure. 

The middle of the mandala represents the inner sanctum of the main 
deity and is the sacred center of the whole image. There are innumerable 
variations on the primary theme, some of which are very simple, with a 
single deity dominating the center, while others are complex and may con¬ 
tain hundreds of attendants, buddhas, mythical creatures, symbols, and 
landscapes. All are intended to represent the state of awakening icono- 
graphically, and the palace is a creation of the awakened mind of the main 
buddha. 

Mandalas depict the realms of particular buddhas, and the images used 
in a given mandala will be chosen in light of how they represent the myth¬ 
ology and special attributes of the main deity. The mandala of Bhaisajya- 
guru, for example, contains images of therapeutic herbs and medicines, 
since this particular buddha is associated with healing. As another exam¬ 
ple, Manjus'ri is said in Mahayana literature to be the embodiment of wis¬ 
dom, and so his mandalas generally emphasize images associated with 
learning and insight, such as Perfection of Wisdom sutras and his flaming 
sword of gnosis that cuts through ignorance. Practitioners are regularly 
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reminded, however, that the figures in the mandala have no real ontolog¬ 
ical status; they are representations of the mental qualities toward which 
tantric adepts aspire and are intended to provide templates for mental 
transformation, but they are empty of inherent existence. This is also true 
of demons and wrathful deities, which represent factors of human con¬ 
sciousness that are transmuted through meditation into virtuous qualities. 

Other mandalas depict a particular buddha in several different emana¬ 
tions, and many also contain images of fierce guardian figures, great teach¬ 
ers, and bodhisattvas. In tantric practice the mandala provides a blueprint 
for one’s own mental transformation. The central deity represents the state 
of awakening toward which one is striving, and the various parts of the 
palace indicate key aspects of the awakened personality. The wrathful 
deities signify one’s own negative emotions—such as anger, hatred, desire, 
and ignorance—transformed into the awakened consciousness of a bud¬ 
dha. The Buddhist symbols that fill the diagram indicate important doc¬ 
trines, myths, deities, and so forth that are meant to be incorporated into 
the idealized worldview of a tantric practitioner, in which cyclic existence 
and nirvana are known to be undifferentiable, and in which all sense of 
dualistic thinking is overcome. 

Thus the mandala represents the self-identification of the microcosm 
(the human person) with the macrocosm, which has the nature of 
samsara for the unenlightened mind; conversely, it reveals itself as the 
perfect expression of buddhahood when all misleading distinctions 
disappear in the enlightened state of nonduality. 18 

In tantric literature, there are descriptions of various types of mandalas, 
some of which exist in concrete form as painted canvas mandalas or sand 
mandalas that are used as aids in meditation or as the focal points of ini¬ 
tiation ceremonies. In some texts, the external mandalas are said to be rep¬ 
resentations of natural mandalas, which are nonphysical and represent the 
awakened qualities of buddhahood. Other mandalas are internal: medita- 
tional mandalas are visualized by the mind of a practitioner as three- 
dimensional figures. In tantric theory, the body itself is also considered to 
be a mandala, and is the crucible of training designed to transform it into 
the body of a buddha. 

Once constructed and consecrated, mandalas are believed to be imbued 
with the presence of the relevant buddha(s), and thus become focal points 
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for devotion and visualized offerings. They are also thought to have mag¬ 
ical power, and can prolong life, bring wealth, protect against evil, and are 
often worn as amulets. 


Mantras 

Mantras are invocations to buddhas, magical spells, prayers, or a combi¬ 
nation of these. Tantric practitioners repeat them in order to forge karmic 
connections between themselves and meditational deities and to effect 
cognitive restructuring through internalizing the divine attributes that the 
mantra represents. A person who wishes to develop greater compassion, 
for instance, might recite the mantra of Avalokitesvara, who embodies this 
quality: om manipadme hiim. As we saw in the opening section, the mantra 
is well known to Tibetans. It represents for them the perfect compassion 
of Avalokitesvara, who they believe has taken a special interest in the spir¬ 
itual welfare of the Tibetan people. He epitomizes universal compassion 
that is unsullied by any trace of negative emotions or mental afflictions. 

Among ordinary beings there are, of course, many acts of compassion, 
but these are generally tinged by self-interest, pride, or desire for recogni¬ 
tion. Avalokitesvara’s compassion, by contrast, is completely free from all 
afflictions and is so vast that it encompasses all sentient beings without 
exception and without distinction. People who wish to develop such a per¬ 
spective recite AvalokitesVara’s mantra over and over, meditating on its 
significance, and in so doing they try to restructure their minds in accor¬ 
dance with the cultivation of his exalted qualities. According to the Dalai 
Lama, 

mani. . . symbolizes the factors of method—the altruistic intention 
to become enlightened, compassion, and love. Just as a jewel is capa¬ 
ble of removing poverty, so the altruistic mind of enlightenment is 
capable of removing the poverty, or difficulties, of cyclic existence 
and of solitary peace .... The two syllables, padme . . . symbolize 
wisdom. Just as a lotus grows forth from mud but is not sullied by 
the faults of mud, so wisdom is capable of putting you in a situation 
of non-contradiction whereas there would be contradiction if you did 
not have wisdom .... Purity must be achieved by an indivisible unity 
of method and wisdom, symbolized by the final syllable hum, which 
indicates indivisibility .... Thus the six syllables, om mani padme 
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hum, mean that in dependence on a path which is an indivisible 
union of method and wisdom, you can transform your impure body, 
speech, and mind into the pure exalted body, speech, and mind of a 
Buddha. 19 

The Dalai Lama’s comments are, of course, an interpretive overlay, and 
other Tibetan exegetes have proposed alternative associations for the syl¬ 
lables of the mantra. As David Snellgrove notes, 

even when the words themselves are normally intelligible, such a 
mantra can have no essential meaning outside the prescribed ritual. 
Thus normal intelligibility is of secondary concern. What is primary 
is the spontaneous significance of a particular mantra to those who 
have been initiated into its proper use. 20 

Tantric practitioners should recognize that the conventional meanings 
of words are not fixed, and the significance of anything lies in the mind of 
the beholder. Mantras mean what they need to mean in the context of a 
particular practice, and so conventional usage is often irrelevant. Thus 
Kalu Rinpoche states that 

in the Vajrayana context, we recite and meditate on mantra, which 
is awakened sound, the speech of the deity, the Union of Sound and 
Emptiness .... It has no intrinsic reality, but is simply the manifes¬ 
tation of pure sound, experienced simultaneously with its Emptiness. 
Through mantra, we no longer cling to the reality of the speech and 
sound encountered in life, but experience it as essentially empty. 
Then confusion of the speech aspect of our being is transformed into 
enlightened awareness. 21 

The use of mantras is central to Vajrayana practice, and so the system 
is often referred to by its adherents as the “Mantra Vehicle” or the “Secret 
Mantra Vehicle.” Mantra repetition is not simply an external activity in 
which one vocalizes sounds; it is primarily an act intended to awaken the 
cognitive potential of the meditator. According to Lama Zopa Rinpoche, 

Mantras are effective because they help keep your mind quiet and 
peaceful, automatically integrating it into one-pointedness. They 
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make your mind receptive to very subtle vibrations and thereby 
heighten your perception. Their recitation eradicates gross negativi¬ 
ties and the true nature of things can then be reflected in your mind’s 
resulting clarity. By practising a transcendental mantra, you can in 
fact purify all the defiled energy of your body, speech, and mind. 22 

The external vocalization of the sounds of the mantra serves as a focus 
for mental development. By concentrating on the significance of the 
mantra as explained by their gurus and opening themselves to their trans¬ 
forming power, meditators actualize their own latent potential for awak¬ 
ening. Through this the sounds of their bodies come to be perceived as 
divine sounds, and their speech becomes the speech of a buddha. 

In some Hindu systems, mantras are said to be primordial sounds that 
possess power in and of themselves. In Tibetan Buddhist tantra, mantras have 
no such inherent power. Unless they are recited by a person with a focused 
mind, they are only sounds. For people with the proper attitude, however, 
they can be powerful tools that aid in the process of transformation. 


Entering Tantric Practice 
Initiation 

Vajrayana is presented as a secret system by its texts and practitioners, and 
so it is not surprising that special initiations ( dbang, abhiseka) are required 
in order to enter the tantra path. The bestowal of initiation is a necessary 
precondition for tantric practice, since this forges a special bond between 
the student, the guru (bla ma; pronounced “lama”), and the meditational 
deity (yi dam, ista-devata). Nor is initiation open to everyone: only those 
who are judged by the teacher to possess the necessary intelligence and 
spiritual aptitude are considered fit for initiation. For people who lack the 
necessary qualifications, tantra is dangerous, and the texts repeatedly warn 
that such people can greatly harm themselves if they enter into Vajrayana 
practice. Thus the Dalai Lama cautions that tantra 

is not appropriate for the minds of many persons .... If one’s men¬ 
tal continuum has not been ripened by the practices common to both 
Sutra and Tantra Mahayana—realisation of suffering, impermanence, 
refuge, love, compassion, altruistic mind generation, and emptiness 
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of inherent existence—practice of the Mantra Vehicle can be ruinous 
through one’s assuming an advanced practice inappropriate to one’s 
capacity. Therefore, its open dissemination is prohibited; practition¬ 
ers must maintain secrecy from those who are not vessels of this 
path. 23 

Although tantra is said by its adherents to be an effective and rapid 
means of gaining awakening, it should not be taught to everyone, only to 
those who demonstrate the necessary prerequisites. This is hardly a sur¬ 
prising attitude, and analogies may be found in other areas. For example, 
jet airplanes are effective means of getting from one place to another very 
quickly, but it is extremely dangerous to pilot them without the necessary 
initiation of extensive flight training under a qualified instructor. In addi¬ 
tion, admission to such training is generally restricted to people with the 
preconditions for successful piloting, such as good eyesight, coordination, 
mental stability, and so forth. Operation of jet airplanes by people with¬ 
out proper training or who are physically or mentally impaired could be 
disastrous, and so potential pilots are screened thoroughly and regularly 
tested to ensure that their skills have not deteriorated. 

Tantric initiation is intended to accomplish many of the same goals. 
Lamas should test those who desire initiation, making sure that their com¬ 
mitment is genuine and is motivated by an altruistic determination to 
attain buddhahood and not by desire to impress others through acquiring 
magical powers or by other negative goals. If one wrongly enters the tantric 
path, one can bring great harm to oneself and others, and so lamas are 
warned to screen candidates carefully. 

Aspirants who are judged to be suitable receptacles for tantric initiations 
are sworn to secrecy. Initiates are required to take a series of vows {dam 
tshig, samayd), one of which is not to reveal tantric teachings openly. The 
promised retributions for breaking the vows include painful suffering in 
“vajra hells” reserved for those who transgress their tantric promises. 

Despite the solemnity of the vows and the fearsomeness of the threat¬ 
ened punishments for transgression, initiation is generally viewed with 
joyful anticipation, because the aspirant is being established on the fastest 
and most effective path to awakening. Initiation empowers the initiate 
and awakens the hidden potential for buddhahood that lies dormant in 
everyone. 

All beings possess the “buddha nature,” meaning that they have the 
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capacity to perfect themselves and become buddhas. It is the source of all 
intelligence and good qualities, and is the ground of every being’s person¬ 
ality. The basic nature of mind, as we have seen, is clear light, pure lumi¬ 
nosity untainted by any mental constructions. During initiation, the lama 
introduces students to the nature of their own minds. The ideal student- 
teacher relationship is not, however, that of a master and a slave, but a true 
meeting of two minds. The teacher is a person who has successfully cul¬ 
tivated the esoteric teachings of tantra and thus actualized the latent 
potential of the buddha nature, and students possess the same potential 
and rely on their instructions in order to attain the same level of realiza¬ 
tion themselves. 

Initiation introduces students to a new vision of reality, one that is not 
bound by ordinary conceptuality. Nothing is conceived as substantially 
existent or permanent, and everything is known to be the interplay of 
luminosity and emptiness. This reality is open and expansive; there are no 
limits, and so it is also frightening at first. It is as though the firm ground 
under one’s feet has been removed and one is set adrift in a realm of infinite 
possibilities, but no rules, no boundaries, and no certainties. 

Tantric initiation is often a complex ritual involving detailed visualiza¬ 
tions, prayers and supplications, offerings, special ritual implements and 
substances. The purpose is to establish the initiate in the proper frame of 
mind, forge a karmic bond with the lama and meditational deity, purify 
defilements, grant permission to practice a particular tantra, and to give 
instruction concerning how this should be done. 

Successful initiation requires active participation from initiates and an 
openness to the new teachings and practices. They must be in a receptive 
state of mind and should be thoroughly coached in their role in the cere¬ 
mony and its importance. In addition, the master must set the proper tone 
and establish an atmosphere that will impress the initiate with the gravity 
of the situation and the tremendous opportunity being conferred. In order 
to accomplish this, the teacher must have progressed spiritually to the 
point where he or she can perceive the needs and predilections of individ¬ 
ual students and adapt teachings and symbols accordingly. Teachers should 
impress upon their students the importance of an attitude of renunciation, 
developing the mind of awakening, and the proper view of emptiness. 

For serious practitioners of Vajrayana, initiation is not something that 
is received only once. Tantric texts speak of the great power of the process, 
and initiates are urged to participate in initiation again and again, since 
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each experience of these rites has the potential to confer profound bless¬ 
ings on trainees and inspire them to pursue their practice with renewed 
vigor. 


Types of Initiations 

There are many different types of initiation in tantra. Four of the most 
important are: (i) vase initiation; (2) secret initiation; (3) knowledge initi¬ 
ation; and (4) word initiation. The first involves giving initiation using 
water in a vase and is found in all four tantra sets. 24 The other three are 
only used in highest yoga tantra. In the vase initiation, according to Khe- 
tsun Sangpo, 

The vase symbolizes the bodies of all Buddhas, and receiving this ini¬ 
tiation causes you to attain the rank of an Emanation Body. This is 
the stage of generating yourself as a deity and your surroundings as 
his habitat. Through such imagination you will be able so to cleanse 
the channels in your body that you become capable of physical man¬ 
ifestation at will . 25 

The vase initiation is a ritual that uses a mandala. This may be a cloth 
painting, a mandala made from colored sand, a body mandala, or a med¬ 
itation mandala. Body mandalas require the meditator to visualize the 
guru’s body as a mandala, with its various aspects constituting parts of a 
celestial palace and its inhabitants. Concentration mandalas involve a 
mandala visualized simultaneously by both guru and student. These are 
only possible for advanced practitioners with highly developed powers of 
visualization. 

The secret, knowledge, and word initiations have various permutations. 
Sometimes they include practice with a consort and ingestion of sub¬ 
stances that are commonly viewed as impure (in order to overcome attach¬ 
ment to reifying views ). 26 The consorts and substances may be either 
imagined or real. Initiations that make use of actual consorts and so forth 
are reserved for very advanced practitioners. 

The secret initiation uses a mixture of the fluids produced by male and 
female deities in sexual union, which together constitute a mandala 
referred to as the “conventional mind of awakening.” The wisdom initia¬ 
tion uses a “vagina mandala.” This practice, according to Khedrup Je, 
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involves sexual union with a consort. 27 A guru’s instructions concerning 
the union of pure body and pure mind generated in highest yoga tantra 
constitutes the “ultimate mind of awakening mandala” used in the word 
initiation. 

When initiation is conferred, some people develop profound experi¬ 
ences, but others only have a small stirring. Still other initiates feel noth¬ 
ing, and must imagine that something has been experienced. 

The lowest level involves imagining that bliss arises with the bestowal 
of initiation. Those on the next level experience a little bliss when they are 
touched by water or one of the initiation implements. The third level is 
reached by those who develop a similitude of meditation on emptiness 
with a blissful consciousness. The highest level occurs when one fully expe¬ 
riences profound bliss when initiation is given and uses this blissful con¬ 
sciousness to meditate on emptiness. 

Deity Yoga 

According to Tsong Khapa, deity yoga is the central practice of tantra and 
is the feature that most clearly differentiates it from the sutra path. 28 As an 
indication of how important it is, the Dalai Lama states that “without deity 
yoga the Mantra path is impossible; deity yoga is the essence of Mantra.” 29 
He adds that all the distinctive practices of the tantra path are based on 
this technique, which is the supreme path to awakening. 

Deity yoga involves creative visualization of oneself as a fully awakened 
buddha in order to achieve the state of buddhahood more quickly than is 
possible using sutra practices alone. 30 The meditational deity one uses in 
this practice represents one’s own potential for awakening; it is an arche¬ 
type for the state one is trying to achieve. One generates a mental image 
of a buddha who is endowed with perfectly developed wisdom and com¬ 
passion, as well as the other attributes of buddhas, such as ethics, patience, 
generosity, use of skillful means, and so forth. According to Khenpo Kon- 
chog Gyaltsen, in this practice one receives empowerment from tantric 
deities, which heightens one’s sense of potential buddhahood, and so 

through the empowerment of the yidam deities we identify and 
become one with the yidam itself so that the ordinary vision of the 
mind is purified. The yidam is the individual’s special deity or guide, 
inseparable from himself, and taking him to Enlightenment. So 



272 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


when we visualize certain Enlightenment deities, we are not simply 
imagining them or indulging in wishful thinking; rather we are real¬ 
izing what already exists within. This is the method for fully awak¬ 
ening the mind and achieving complete Buddhahood. 31 

Underlying the theory of this system is the idea that the more one famil¬ 
iarizes oneself with something the more likely one is to manifest it. Thus, 
if one engages in lying, lying becomes progressively more natural and 
spontaneous. If, however, one becomes familiar with visualizing oneself as 
having the body, speech, and mind of a buddha—and as performing the 
activities of a buddha—one will gradually come to approximate the state 
of buddhahood. The tantric adept recognizes that his present perceptions 
are powerfully influenced by the predispositions created by former actions 
and attitudes and that in order to attain the freedom of buddhahood it is 
necessary to establish control over this process. This is accomplished by 
making idealized substitutions for present situations and appearances. 
The meditator envisions everything that appears as a manifestation of the 
luminous and empty nature of mind. Everything becomes part of the envi¬ 
ronment of a deity, and through this process the meditator’s actual sur¬ 
roundings progressively come to approximate this ideal vision. 

When, for example, meditators visualize themselves as Avalokitesvara, 
the embodiment of compassion, they are attempting to develop their own 
latent capacity for compassion. There is no fundamental or truly existent 
difference between ordinary beings and fully awakened buddhas; the only 
difference is that the minds of ordinary beings are plagued by deluded 
thoughts which result from mental afflictions, but these are adventitious 
and not a part of the nature of the mind. When ordinary beings remove 
the afflictions and perfect wisdom and compassion, they become buddhas. 

Deity yoga is a technique for becoming progressively more familiar with 
the thoughts and deeds of a buddha, until the state of buddhahood is actu¬ 
alized through repeated practice. As one develops an increasing ability to 
identify with the meditational deity, one approximates the awakened 
attributes of that deity, and in so doing one simulates in oneself the qual¬ 
ities that the deity represents. Through this practice, according to tantric 
teachings, the mind of the meditator becomes indistinguishable from the 
mind of the deity, and his or her experiences are transformed into the bliss¬ 
ful cognitions of a buddha. 

Because in Vajrayana one trains in the effect that one is trying to 
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achieve—the state of buddhahood—it is often referred to as the “Effect 
Vehicle.” In tan trie training one engages in practices that develop the var¬ 
ious awakened qualities of a buddha, particularly those of body, speech, 
and mind. One also creates a symbolic world in which one lives in the 
exalted environment of a buddha. According to Tsong Khapa, 

the word ‘Effect’ refers to the four thorough purities—abode, body, 
resources, and deeds—which are a Buddhas palace, body, fortune 
and activities. In accordance with them one meditates on oneself as 
one presently having an inconceivable mansion, divine companions, 
sacred articles and deeds such as purification of environments and 
beings. Thus, it is called the ‘Effect Vehicle’ because one is progress¬ 
ing through meditation in accordance with the aspects of the effect 
[i.e., buddhahood]. 32 

The Dalai Lama explains this practice has two features: developing pride 
in oneself as a deity and a clear appearance of the deity. 33 Divine pride is 
essential because it overcomes the sense of oneself as ordinary. Since one’s 
goal is to become a fully awakened buddha, one attempts to view oneself 
in this way. Divine pride is different from ordinary, afflicted pride because 
it is motivated by compassion for others and is based on an understanding 
of emptiness. The deity and oneself are both known to be empty, all appear¬ 
ances are viewed as manifestations of the luminous and empty nature of 
mind, and so the divine pride of deity yoga does not lead to attachment, 
greed, and other afflictions. The tendency toward developing afflicted 
pride is counteracted by meditation on emptiness because in deity yoga, 

induced by ascertaining the emptiness of one’s own inherent exis¬ 
tence, this consciousness itself appears in the form of the face, arms, 
and so forth of a deity. The wisdom consciousness vividly appears 
as a divine body and at the same time ascertains its non-inherent 
existence. 34 

One who develops this divine pride has the ability to view appearances 
as the sport of a buddha, and one thinks of oneself as performing the activ¬ 
ities of an awakened being for the benefit of others. In this way, tenden¬ 
cies toward afflicted attitudes are overcome by proper motivation and the 
correct view of emptiness. 
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Deity Yoga as a Union of Method and Wisdom 

Deity yoga is said by its adherents to be superior to sutra practice because 
it utilizes a “union of method and wisdom.” Wisdom refers to a conscious¬ 
ness that realizes emptiness, the lack of inherent existence of all phenom¬ 
ena. Method refers to one’s motivation and the activities that one performs 
for the benefit of others in order to establish them in awakening. Both are 
essential aspects of the awakened mind of a buddha. According to tantric 
texts, practitioners of sutra train in these two characteristics separately, 
which means that each is cultivated independently. Because of this, the 
sutra path requires a very long time to complete. Tantra, however, has meth¬ 
ods in which one develops both at the same time, and so they quickly 
become manifested in the continuum of one’s consciousness. This is accom¬ 
plished by the practice of deity yoga, in which the subtle consciousness that 
meditates on emptiness is actualized in a physical form embodying com¬ 
passion. This unites wisdom and compassion within the continuum of a 
single mind, allowing one to amass the collections of merit and wisdom 
simultaneously. 35 Those who successfully train in this way make far more 
rapid progress than is possible through sutra practices alone. The Dalai 
Lama explains that in the sutra system 

‘inseparable method and wisdom’ refers to method conjoined with 
wisdom and wisdom conjoined with method. When the altruistic 
mind of enlightenment is manifest, the mind actually cognising 
emptiness is not present, and when an actual cognition of emptiness 
is manifest, an altruistic mind of enlightenment is not present.... 

In Mantra . . . the inseparability of method and wisdom does not 
mean that wisdom and method are different realities conjoined; 
rather, method and wisdom are included in one entity. In Mantra 
these two are complete in the different aspects of one consciousness. 36 

In sutra one separately develops the collections of merit and of wisdom, 
but in tantra they are perfected simultaneously. This is important because 
the collection of merit leads to actualization of the form bodies of a bud¬ 
dha, while the collection of wisdom leads to actualization of the truth 
body. 37 These are developed quickly through deity yoga, because one famil¬ 
iarizes oneself with the idea that one is already a fully awakened buddha 
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possessing the body, speech, and mind of a buddha; one also performs the 
activities of a buddha. Thus one actually trains in the result one is trying 
to achieve and is not simply cultivating qualities that are concordant with 
it, as in sutra practice. 

As an analogy, if one wishes to learn to play the flute it might be help¬ 
ful to study flute music, listen to great performances, read the biographies 
of accomplished musicians, study the dynamics of how the flute produces 
sounds, and so forth; but if one only does these things one may know a 
great deal about the flute but will never master the technique of actually 
playing it. It would be far more beneficial to actually begin playing the 
flute under the guidance of a qualified teacher. Through engaging in train¬ 
ing, and through diligent practice, one may eventually become skilled in 
flute playing. From the point of view of tantra, sutra practitioners are like 
people wishing to play the flute who only train in related activities. They 
have greater understanding than those who never begin instruction at all, 
but their progress is very slow because they fail to familiarize themselves 
with the effect they are trying to achieve. In the context of tantric prac¬ 
tice, this goal is buddhahood, and although engagement in such concor¬ 
dant qualities as the six perfections, skill in means, and so on is very 
beneficial, it will not bring about the state of a fully awakened buddha 
without the special techniques of tantra, in which one actually cultivates 
the bodies of a buddha. 

The perfections and other bodhisattva practices are effective means of 
spiritual development, but they bear no resemblance to the form body of 
a buddha, and thus they cannot become a form body. A form body is a 
manifestation of the wisdom consciousness of a buddha in a form embody¬ 
ing compassion, and this can only be developed by an awakened con¬ 
sciousness in which direct perception of emptiness and the mind of 
awakening are conjoined. Proponents of Vajrayana assert that this is only 
accomplished by means of the practice of deity yoga . 38 In deity yoga, the 
consciousness perceiving emptiness is manifested as a buddha. The bud- 
dha’s wisdom consciousness, motivated by compassion, is a projection of 
one’s own mind and serves as a template for one’s development. The 
appearance of the deity develops into a buddha’s form body, while one’s 
mind develops into a truth body, and thus both bodies are complete in 
one consciousness. 
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How a Buddhas Bodies Are Manifested 

Form bodies are of two types: emanation bodies and complete enjoyment 
bodies. Emanation bodies are creations of buddhas that are designed to 
benefit sentient beings. The complete enjoyment body is a pure form that 
resides in a pure land and can only be perceived by advanced practition¬ 
ers. It is a very subtle entity that according to the Dalai Lama is “the sport 
of mere wind and mind .” 39 This means that it is created by the pure mind 
of a buddha from subtle energies called “winds” (which will be discussed 
below in the section on highest yoga tantra). Both types of bodies are the 
result of perfecting the collection of merit. 

Truth bodies are also of two types: the wisdom truth body and the 
nature truth body. The wisdom truth body is the buddhas omniscient con¬ 
sciousness, which continually resides in a nondual meditative equipoise on 
emptiness. The nature truth body is the emptiness of that consciousness— 
its lack of inherent existence—which is the nature of the mind and of all 
other phenomena. Truth bodies are the result of perfecting the collection 
of wisdom. 

Tantric texts stress that neither form bodies nor truth bodies can be 
achieved separately, since the attainment of either one requires the con¬ 
joined cause of the collections of merit and wisdom. Tsong Khapa con¬ 
tends that form bodies are 

achieved through the appearance of the wisdom apprehending 
[emptiness] as a divine mandala circle, and a Truth Body is achieved 
through the cognition of its nature—emptiness. One should know 
that joining such method and wisdom non-dualistically is the chief 
meaning of the method and wisdom and of the yogas set forth in the 
Mantra Vehicle . 40 

For those who wish to attain buddhahood it is not sufficient to culti¬ 
vate method by itself or wisdom by itself; the two must be conjoined in a 
single consciousness at the same time. Because sutra cultivates both sepa¬ 
rately, its followers must enter the path of tantra in order to fully actual¬ 
ize buddhahood. 

Central to this system is the use of meditational rituals called “means of 
achievement” (sgrub thabs, sadhand), in which one combines prayers, visu¬ 
alizations, hand gestures, and bodily movements that represent the awak- 
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ened aspects of the mind of a particular buddha. These practices are based 
on meditational manuals that outline ritual practices for particular deities. 
Sadhanas describe the qualities of the deity and its retinue, contain recita¬ 
tions of mantras and prayers, and they are connected with visualization of 
the deity’s mandala. By repeatedly performing the prescribed activities of 
the means of achievement, meditators enhance their powers of visualiza¬ 
tion, until eventually the entire diagram appears clearly. 

During the process of emanating a mandala, the meditator praises the 
deity, asks for blessings, and envisions the deity’s mandala, but is not sim¬ 
ply a devout supplicant. The meditation process requires that meditators 
view themselves as inseparable from the deity and as possessing all the 
attributes of a fully awakened buddha. Thus, they are not simply praising 
someone else’s good qualities, but are using the meditation to develop the 
same attributes themselves. Through repeated familiarization with the rit¬ 
uals of the means of achievement, meditators begin to approximate the 
state of awakening. 

Means of achievement range from simple rites that can be done in a rel¬ 
atively short time to elaborate combinations of prayers, offerings, and visu¬ 
alizations of vast numbers of deities in various patterns. They generally 
begin with recitation of the refuge prayer and an indication of one’s inten¬ 
tion to manifest the mind of awakening. This is followed by visualization 
of the central deity, generally accompanied by other buddhas and various 
attendants. 

The next phase involves paying homage to the deity and repetition of 
his/her mantra, and one may imagine that all sentient beings are also par¬ 
ticipating in the practice and deriving merit from it. The deity is viewed 
as responding positively to one’s prayers and bestowing blessings. In the 
next phase one visualizes the deity being dissolved into emptiness, and one 
abides in nonconceptual contemplation of suchness. The concluding part 
of the ritual involves dedication of the merit generated by it to all sentient 
beings and hoping that they benefit from one’s practice. 

More elaborate sadhanas may incorporate initial purificatory practices 
for oneself and the surrounding environment, complex visualizations, 
extended verses of homage and dedication of merit, and detailed 
sequences of imagery that are built up progressively and then comprehen¬ 
sively dissolved into emptiness. The dissolution is crucial because ideally 
the visualization itself is generated from the wisdom consciousness real¬ 
izing emptiness, which enables one to understand that there is no real dif- 
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ference between oneself and the deity. This fundamental nondifference 
makes possible the transformation of an ordinary being into a fully-actu¬ 
alized buddha, and comprehending that oneself, the deity, and the envi¬ 
ronment are empty serves as a counteragent to false pride and afflicted 
perceptions. 

This practice enables meditators to reconstruct the world in accordance 
with the meditation. Those who become adepts know that they are no 
longer bound by the fetters of ordinariness; their surroundings become the 
environment of a buddha. Their companions are viewed as a buddha’s ret¬ 
inue, and their actions are the compassionate activities of a buddha. 

Those who have attained slight mastery with respect to wisdom are 
able to visualize clearly and firmly the entire mandala, even the sub¬ 
tle deities at the sense organs of the larger deities, at one time. They 
have by this stage become so familiar with the images visualized that 
those images can appear with the slightest effort; thus, it is said that 
it is no longer necessary to distinguish meditative sessions from non¬ 
sessions, since one can do deity yoga at all times, maintaining the 
sense that one is a deity while carrying out all manner of daily activ¬ 
ities . 41 

Advanced meditators develop the ability to create environments of their 
own choosing, and they are able to transcend the sufferings that seem so 
real to ordinary beings who are bound by mundane conceptions. Accord¬ 
ing to Tsong Khapa, for one who attains advanced levels of meditation 
painful cognitions no longer occur, no matter what external experiences 
one encounters. All of one’s cognitions are a union of bliss and emptiness. 
One recognizes that nothing is inherently what it appears to be. Whatever 
occurs is perceived by one’s unshakably blissful consciousness as the sport 
of luminosity and emptiness, and so 

for a Bodhisattva who has attained the meditative stabilisation of bliss 
pervading all phenomena, only a feeling of pleasure arises with 
respect to all objects; pain and neutrality do not occur, even though 
[pieces from his body] the size of a small coin ( karshapana ) are cut or 
even though his body is crushed by elephants, only a discrimination 
of bliss is maintained . 42 
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Tantric texts stress that such bodhisattvas are not creating a delusional 
system in order to hide from the harsher aspects of reality. Rather, they are 
transforming reality, making it conform to an ideal archetype. Since all 
phenomena are empty of inherent existence, they have no fixed nature. No 
one ever apprehends an object as it is in its true nature, because there is no 
such nature. Even if phenomena had fixed natures, we would still never be 
able to perceive them, since all we ever experience are our cognitions of 
objects, which are overlaid with conceptions about them. All our percep¬ 
tions are ideas about things, and not real things. These ideas are also empty, 
arising from nothingness and immediately dissolving again into nothing¬ 
ness, leaving nothing behind. Tantric adepts develop the ability to recon¬ 
stitute “reality,” which is completely malleable for those who train in yogas 
involving blissful consciousnesses realizing emptiness. The sense of bliss 
pervades all their cognitions, and their understanding of emptiness allows 
them to generate minds that are manifestations of bliss and emptiness. 


The Four Classes of Tantra 
Action Tantra 

Tibetan exegetes have developed numerous classification systems for 
tantric texts, the most common of which is a fourfold division into: (1) 
action tantras; (2) performance tantras; (3) yoga tantras, and (4) highest 
yoga tantras. This method of differentiating tantras was developed in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and used to classify these texts in the 
definitive version of the Tibetan Buddhist canon by the scholar Puddn. 
The system is based on the types of practices emphasized in a particular 
tantra and the relative importance of external rituals or internal yogas. 43 

Action tantras are primarily taught for meditators who require external 
activities. The special trainees of action tantras are people who lack the 
capacity for profound meditation on emptiness but are able to engage 
enthusiastically in external rituals and activities. 44 The practice of action 
tantra 


emphasizes external development leading towards purification 
through the observance of ritual actions of body and speech. The 
divine power ( lha )—the supreme essence of Buddhahood—is the 
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embodiment of pristine awareness ( ye-shes ) and confers temporal and 
lasting benefits like a donor to his beneficiaries. In more psycholog¬ 
ical terms, an individual identifies himself as a servant to the divine 
power with the conviction that such patterning of behavior will even¬ 
tually lead one to realize the origin of that power. 45 

Action tantra trainees engage in activities in which symbolic representa¬ 
tions of aspects of the path are created or acted out. For example, one may 
make or buy a painting of a deity, place it in a special spot and make offer¬ 
ings to it, imagining that the deity is actually present there. Other activi¬ 
ties include ritual bathing in which one envisions the external activity of 
washing as purifying mental afflictions. The activities of action tantra are 
designed for those who are not adept at internal visualization and who can 
benefit from having physical symbols as focal points for their meditation. 

Practitioners of action tantra understand that in reality all phenomena 
are an undifferentiable union of appearance and emptiness, but on the 
conventional level of practice they perceive themselves and the medita- 
tional deity as separate entities. They view the deity as a master or lord and 
themselves as servants, performing acts of devotion in stylized ritual dra¬ 
mas involving activities of body and speech. According to Jikme Lingpa, 

generally the practitioner visualizes before himself the deity, and 
invites it to be present as a servant would a lord by making offerings 
and singing praises. He then concentrates on visualizing the deity’s 
body, speech and mind, the celestial palaces, the spreading and con¬ 
tracting of rays of light from the deity and thereby receives the bless¬ 
ings of the deity through supplication, recitation and meditative 
stability. 46 

Through successful engagement in action tantra, practitioners can 
greatly shorten the path to awakening and can attain the state of the tantric 
deity Vajradhara in as little as sixteen human lifetimes. 

Performance Tantra 

Performance tantras, according to the Dalai Lama, equally emphasize exter¬ 
nal activities and internal yoga. 47 The training of performance tantra 
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places equal emphasis on external ritual purity and internal medita¬ 
tive development. The basis of realization is the view of oneself as of 
equal status with the divine power, like a friend or brother. In these 
practices, meditative activity involves the creative visualization of 
the embodiment of pristine awareness so that beliefs in the distinc¬ 
tion between the enlightened patterns of action and those of one¬ 
self dissolve. 48 

The main practices of performance tantra involve mentally creating an 
image of oneself as an awakened being and also generating the form of a 
deity in front of oneself as a template. One views oneself and the deity as 
companions or friends, strives to emulate the deity, chants the mantra of 
the deity, and endeavors to perfect one’s ability to visualize it without men¬ 
tal fluctuation. There are two aspects to this meditation: a yoga with signs 
and a signless yoga. The first type involves stabilizing the mind by devel¬ 
oping one-pointed concentration on the deity, the letters of its mantra 
(visualized at the heart), its hand-gestures (phyag rgya, mudra), and its 
form. Signless yoga focuses on the deity’s final nature—emptiness—and 
not on external characteristics. Those who train in performance tantra can 
attain the state of Vajradhara in as little as seven human lifetimes. 

Yoga Tantra 

In yoga tantra one visualizes oneself as an actual buddha, and not merely 
as a devotee or companion of a buddha. Yoga tantra consists of two parts: 
outer yoga tantra and highest yoga tantra. The difference between them is 
that 

With the Outer Yoga-tantra, ritual purity and other observances 
found in the former Tantras are only aids to the realization of the 
path. The primary concern of these teachings is inward contempla¬ 
tion and introspection to directly perceive, in the atmosphere of 
meditative settledness, the functioning of the mind. Here, realiza¬ 
tion is attained through the contemplation of non-duality which 
comes about by the fusion of the individual committed to the serv¬ 
ice of the divine power with the power itself, as an embodiment of 
primordial awareness. 49 
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Yoga tantras emphasize internal yoga. One visualizes oneself and the 
archetypal deity as separate beings, and then one causes the deity to enter 
oneself. In highest yoga tantra one develops a profound awareness of one’s 
body as being composed of subtle energies called “winds” ( rlung, prana ) 
and “drops” ( thigle, bindu ) which move through a network of seventy-two 
thousand “channels” ( rtsa, nodi). One then generates oneself as a fully 
awakened buddha composed entirely of these subtle energies and possess¬ 
ing a buddha’s wisdom consciousness. 

Practitioners of yoga tantra view all phenomena as being naturally free 
from the signs of mental projection and as manifestations of luminosity 
and emptiness. On the conventional level, meditators train in perceiving 
all appearances as mandalas of deities. Although trainees of yoga tantra 
engage in some external activities, ritual is viewed as being symbolic of the 
primary practice of internal yoga. 

There are two aspects of yoga tantra: a yoga with signs and a yoga with¬ 
out signs. The former type involves visualizing oneself as a deity in terms 
of five qualities of awakening: (1) a perfect moon disk, representing the 
pure nature of reality; (2) perfect seed syllables of deities, which are their 
primary mantras (these represent the speech of buddhas); (3) perfect rit¬ 
ual implements held by the deities, representing the pure minds of bud¬ 
dhas; (4) the perfect form of a deity, representing the deity’s complete 
mandala; and (5) the perfection of wisdom, visualized within the heart of 
the deity, which represents the essence of a buddha’s awakened conscious¬ 
ness. In yoga tantra one first generates a vivid appearance of the deity, 
together with its retinue, contemplating both its wondrous form and 
exalted attributes, and then one absorbs the deity into oneself, imagining 
that one becomes merged with it. 

In the yoga without signs, one dispenses with external symbols and 
meditates directly on suchness (de kho na nyid, tathata). One views non¬ 
dual suchness as inseparable from the appearances of deities, which are 
themselves representations of perfect awakening. Practitioners of yoga 
tantra are able to attain buddhahood in a minimum of three human life¬ 
times. 


Highest Yoga Tantra 

Highest yoga tantra is divided into two stages: the stage of generation and 
the stage of completion. Both are factors in the transformation of one’s 
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mind and body into the mind and body of a buddha. In the stage of gen¬ 
eration, one creates a vivid image of a deity, and in the stage of comple¬ 
tion one transforms oneself into an actual deity possessing the exalted form 
and awakened mind of a buddha. 

There are three primary prerequisites for entering the stage of genera¬ 
tion: (1) previous practice of paths common to both sutra and tantra; (2) 
initiation into a highest yoga tantra; and (3) taking on tantric pledges and 
vows. The first prerequisite entails correct motivation: the mind of awak¬ 
ening. The practice of the common paths serves to establish the proper 
orientation and attitudes. This is important, because in order to endure 
the rigors of highest yoga tantra one should have a clear idea of why one 
is traveling the path to awakening and what one’s goals are. With this as a 
basis, one trains in the six perfections and in the activities of bodhisattvas. 
Proponents of tantra claim that all the practices of sutra are included in 
tantra, although tantra transcends sutra because of its profundity and 
effectiveness. Thus, in tantra one cultivates the qualities characteristic of 
bodhisattvas—generosity, ethics, patience, effort, concentration, wisdom, 
and so on—but one develops them much more quickly through engaging 
in deity yoga. The techniques of tantra supplement the bodhisattvas train¬ 
ing, but they do not contradict or supersede the wish to attain awakening 
for the benefit of others. Rather, they are practical enhancements that 
allow meditators to progress more quickly by giving them access to subtle 
levels of consciousness in order to bring about profound transformations. 

To enter into the training program of the stage of generation, one must 
first receive the vase initiation. Practice of the stage of completion requires 
the vase initiation, plus the secret initiation, the knowledge initiation, and 
the word initiation. 

These two stages are intimately connected in that the generation stage 
is a necessary precondition for the completion stage. The generation stage 
prepares the mind for the completion stage by gradually enhancing the 
clarity of one’s visualizations until they are made manifest in the comple¬ 
tion stage. 

The conferral of initiation serves as an empowerment, which creates a 
karmic connection between the student, the deities of the mandalas, and 
the lama. There are also special tantric pledges that initiates are required 
to take. These hold students to a strict code of conduct and provide an 
ethical basis that is essential to successful tantric practice. This is impor¬ 
tant, because many of the techniques of highest yoga tantra are danger- 
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ous, and the vows serve as a counterbalance to tendencies toward possible 
negative attitudes and behaviors. 

The Stage of Generation 

In the stage of generation one trains the mind with imaginative visualiza¬ 
tions. One creates a vivid image of a deity that possesses all the physical 
marks of a buddha, as well as its mental qualities. The purpose of this stage 
is to develop one’s imaginative powers to such a degree that one’s mental 
creations become real. In the stage of completion, one finalizes the process 
by transforming oneself in accordance with the visualizations of the stage 
of generation. 

This system conceives trainees in terms of a mystical physiology. The 
body contains seventy-two thousand energy channels, through which 
winds circulate. The most important ones are a central channel, which is 
roughly contiguous with the spine, and a left and right channel that wrap 
around the central channel at certain points and constrict the movements 
of winds in the channels. These constriction points are called cakras (rtsa 
’khor, which literally means “wheel”). 

In tantric physiology, consciousnesses are said to travel throughout the 
body “mounted” on the winds, which serve as their support. Conscious¬ 
nesses cannot function without the support of the winds, but the winds 
lack direction without consciousnesses. Because of this, consciousnesses 
by themselves are said to be like people without legs, while winds by them¬ 
selves are like blind people. Each needs the other, and they function in tan¬ 
dem, with winds providing movement and consciousnesses providing 
direction. Because of this intimate connection, whatever affects one also 
affects the other, and so meditators wishing to gain control over conscious¬ 
ness must also learn to influence the movements of winds. 

In tantric meditation, one learns to manipulate the winds in order to 
bring about particular types of consciousness. In the system of highest yoga 
tantra, one acquires the ability to control them with great precision in 
order to gain access to very subtle levels of mind. In the stage of genera¬ 
tion, yogis cause the winds to move into the central channel, remain there, 
and then dissolve. The dissolution of the winds results in profound bliss 
and the manifestation of subtle consciousnesses, which can be used to 
bring about specific realizations, such as direct cognition of emptiness. 

Through learning to influence the movements of winds, meditators 
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simulate the process of death, in which progressively subtler levels of 
mind manifest as the winds dissolve in stages. 50 With the dissolution of 
winds, a succession of consciousnesses appears, each more subtle than the 
last, until the arising of the “mind of clear light,” which is the most sub¬ 
tle and basic of all minds. In ordinary death, the stages of this process 
occur involuntarily, but through the special techniques of highest yoga 
tantra yogis can cause the subtle minds to manifest under their conscious 
control. 

Developing proficiency in the visualizations used in the stage of gener¬ 
ation requires a great deal of practice for most meditators. According to 
Roger Jackson, a person who has perfected the stage of generation in the 
Kalacakra system “can visualize the entire mandala in a drop the size of a 
mustard seed at the tip of one’s nose, with such clarity that one can see the 
whites of the eyes of all 722 deities—and can maintain the visualization 
with uninterrupted one-pointed concentration for four hours.” 51 

The Stage of Completion 

In the stage of completion, the meditator is actually transformed into the 
buddha that was visualized in the stage of generation. In the stage of gen¬ 
eration, one learns to visualize oneself as a deity with intense clarity and 
vividness, one’s environment is perceived as the environment of a fully 
actualized deity, and one develops the nonafflicted pride of a deity. In the 
stage of completion, one acquires the ability to cause winds to enter the 
central channel and dissolve in the “indestructible drop” in the center of 
the heart. This drop was created at birth from the fluids of one’s father and 
mother, and it remains in the heart until death. As one causes winds to 
enter into it and dissolve, one experiences a profound bliss, and concomi¬ 
tantly one actualizes progressively subtler levels of mind. When all the 
winds have been dissolved in the indestructible drop, the mind of clear 
light manifests, and this can be used to cognize emptiness directly. Accord¬ 
ing to the Dalai Lama, in tantra 

the main technique is for one consciousness to contain the two fac¬ 
tors of observing a mandala circle of deities and of simultaneously 
realizing their emptiness of inherent existence. In this way, the vast— 
the appearance of deities—and the profound—the realization of 
suchness—are complete in one consciousness. 52 
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At this point, one is no longer bound by the physical and cognitive 
restraints of ordinary beings, and one attains a subtle body in the form of 
a deity possessing all the physical marks of a buddha. This body is made 
of subtle winds which manifest in the ideal form of the deity. 

In the stage of generation, one visualizes a mandala, complete with man¬ 
sions and deities, in a tiny drop, which is either at the upper or lower open¬ 
ing of the central channel. According to the Guhyasamdja Tantra, during 
the stage of completion 

everything from the crown of the head to the feet dissolves into the 
heart; you engage in the perfect yoga (meditation on emptiness). . . . 

All sentient beings and all other phenomena dissolve into clear light 
and then dissolve into you; then you yourself, as the deity, dissolve 
into your heart.... Just as mist on a mirror fades toward the center 
and disappears, so does everything—the net of illusory manifesta¬ 
tion—dissolve into the clear light of emptiness. Just as fish are easily 
seen in clear water, so does everything—the net of illusory manifes¬ 
tation—emerge from the clear light of emptiness. 53 

Six Levels of the Stage of Completion 

There are six levels of the stage of completion: (i) physical isolation; (2) 
verbal isolation; (3) mental isolation; (4) illusory body, (5) actual clear 
light; and (6) learner’s union. In preparation for the stage of physical isola¬ 
tion i, one causes winds to enter, remain, and dissolve into the drop in the 
heart cakra. This leads to the manifestation of a subtle consciousness. One 
result is that the yogi transcends the conception of herself as ordinary, and 
her body appears in the aspect of a deity. Because of this, her physical form 
is “isolated” from ordinary appearances, and so this stage is called “physi¬ 
cal isolation.” 

In the stage of verbal isolation, yogis cause winds to enter, remain, and 
dissolve in the central channel. The practice of verbal isolation is con¬ 
nected with breathing exercises, and meditators come to realize that the 
natural whisper of the breath sounds like the syllables om, ah, and hum. 
In this way, breathing is isolated from ordinariness. 

The stage of mental isolation begins with dissolution of winds into the 
indestructible drop at the center of the heart. It is referred to as “mental 
isolation” because one’s mind becomes isolated from conceptuality 
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through appearing as a union of undifferentiable bliss and emptiness. This 
is a prerequisite for the next stage, the development of an illusory body 
(.sgyu lus, maya-dehd). 

The illusory body is a creation of one’s imaginative visualization. It is 
made from subtle winds that are manifested in the form of a deity. In this 
meditation, one uses an “action seal” (las kyiphyag rgya, karma-mudra; i.e., 
a tantric consort) in connection with a practice that causes all the winds 
to dissolve into the indestructible drop. At this point the illusory body 
arises in the appearance of a buddha. This is called an “impure illusory 
body” because one still has not overcome all afflictions. The second Dalai 
Lama advises that 

the way to hold the visualization is to see the visualized mystic drop 
and one’s own mind as entering into a unity. When this is done well, 
the visualized drop and the visualizing mind no longer appear as sep¬ 
arate entities. By means of blending the two and causing them to 
become inseparable, one gains especially subtle tantric pride. 54 

The stage of clear light refers to the manifestation of the mind of clear 
light, the most fundamental level of consciousness. Compared to this, all 
other minds are merely adventitious. For most people, this mind is only 
experienced involuntarily and not as a result of one’s conscious choice. 
Ordinary beings have flashes of the mind of clear light at the time of death, 
just before going to sleep, at the moment of fainting, and so on, but since 
these experiences are not under one’s control, one is not able to do any¬ 
thing with them. Tantric adepts, however, develop the ability to cause the 
mind of clear light to become manifest as a result of meditative practice, 
and this mind can be used to cognize emptiness directly and nondualisti- 
cally. This is the mode of cognition of buddhas, who always remain in the 
state of clear light. For them, all the appearances of phenomena are per¬ 
ceived as a union of luminosity and emptiness. The arising of the mind of 
clear light occurs when all the winds are completely dissolved in the inde¬ 
structible drop, which leads to a profound and subtle bliss and the mani¬ 
festation of the mind of clear light. The second Dalai Lama connects this 
with dissolution of the substances that constitute the subtle drops: 

When the substance melts, descends, and arrives at the channel below 
the navel, it touches the sensory power inside the channel and gives 
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rise to a special sensation. This sensory power is a principal condition 
that, when combined with control of the drop, gives rise to a special 
sensory consciousness of bliss. This in turn acts as a simultaneous con¬ 
dition that arises in the nature of great bliss as a mental conscious¬ 
ness. By combining this with a recollection of the view of emptiness 
one can generate great bliss in the nature of insight into the empti¬ 
ness nature of mind. It is this that is to be cultivated and maintained. 55 

After this, the winds begin to move again, and the meditator arises in 
an illusory body. The level of learner’s union is attained when one is able 
to manifest an illusory body after having overcome all of the obstructions 
to liberation from cyclic existence. This illusory body is called the “pure 
illusory body” because it is not afflicted by these obstructions. It is created 
from an extremely subtle wind, and one becomes progressively more famil¬ 
iar with the mind of clear light. According to the second Dalai Lama, 

this means that one should arise in the actual form of a deity. This is 
to be done not by mere imagination but by manifesting the most sub¬ 
tle aspects of energy and mind and then arising in a tantric form from 
these. 56 

The beginning of the stage of learner’s union is also marked by the 
attainment of the second bodhisattva level and entrance onto the path of 
meditation. As one deepens one’s practice, one overcomes the obstructions 
to omniscience, and through this progresses to the final level, a non¬ 
learner’s union. This is the stage of buddhahood, in which one attains the 
form bodies and truth body of a fully awakened being. At this point, one 
has eliminated even the subtlest traces of the afflictions, and the actual 
clear light is fully manifest. 

In the Gelukpa tantric system, the ability to generate an illusory body 
is considered to be essential for the attainment of buddhahood. Geshe Kel- 
sang Gyatso attributes this sentiment to Nagarjuna: 

Nagarjuna stated that if one does not realize the illusory body then 
there is no purpose in studying or practising either sutra or secret 
mantra. He said this because buddhahood—the ultimate goal of all 
study and practice—cannot possibly be attained unless you achieve 
the illusory body. To become a buddha you must attain a buddha’s 
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form body and the illusory body is its primary or substantial cause. 
... no matter how much you might study and meditate upon the 
teachings of sutra and secret mantra, if you do not attain the illusory 
body it will be impossible to reach buddhahood. However, once you 
do actually attain the illusory body it is definite that you shall reach 
perfect buddhahood within that very lifetime. 57 

Tantric Seals 

At advanced levels of the stage of completion, yogis also utilize special sex¬ 
ual techniques that involve a “seal,” or partner. In these practices, one visu¬ 
alizes oneself and one’s partner as specific deities, and one’s sexual union is 
used as a way of generating very subtle minds. According to tantric theory, 
in orgasm coarser levels of mind drop away, but most people do not see the 
potential meditative benefits of the experience. In the practices using seals, 
the occurrence of orgasm is conjoined with yogas that draw the winds into 
the central channel. The result is an indescribable sensation of bliss and 
direct perception of emptiness. The partner is referred to as a “seal” because 
the practice seals the realization that all phenomena are a union of bliss and 
emptiness. According to the second Dalai Lama, one relies on a seal 

as an external condition and the experience of the compression pro¬ 
cess as the inner condition. This causes one’s illusory body, which is 
as clear and vibrant as a rainbow, to melt like a cloud into space. 
When this occurs, the dualistic appearance of the illusory body and 
the clear light subsides. The actual clear light which directly perceives 
emptiness then brings realization of the Yoga of Pure Wisdom. This 
pulls out the seed of grasping at true existence, destroying it once and 
forever at its root. 58 

The bliss of union—which is combined with the wisdom conscious¬ 
ness realizing emptiness—approximates the mental state of buddhas, who 
perceive all appearances as manifestations of luminosity and emptiness 
and who are untroubled by the vicissitudes of phenomenal reality. Sexual 
yogas often involve retention of semen by male practitioners. In such con¬ 
texts, the semen is referred to as “mind of awakening” ( bodhicitta ), and 
the movement of subtle energies through the central channel is equated 
with generation of the aspiration to become a buddha. 
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Tantric texts stress that practice with consorts is not a form of sexual 
indulgence, but rather a technique of controlled visualization that uses the 
special bliss of sexual union. It is restricted to very advanced practitioners, 
yogis who have gained control over the emanation of a subtle body and 
have awakened the mystical heat energy, or dumo (gtum mo, canddli). 
Those who have not progressed to this level are not qualified to practice 
with an actual consort; people without the necessary prerequisites who 
mimic tantric sexual practices thinking that they are practicing Vajrayana 
are simply deluded, and may do themselves great harm. Sexual union is 
only appropriate to the highest levels of the stage of completion, and so 
those who have not developed sufficient realization and control over sub¬ 
tle energies are unable to generate the blissful wisdom consciousness real¬ 
izing emptiness that is the basis for this practice. They may succeed in 
fooling others—or even themselves—but they will be utterly unable to use 
sexual energy in accordance with the practices of highest yoga tantra. 

According to the Dalai Lama, only a person who views all the phenom¬ 
ena of cyclic existence with complete impartiality is qualified to engage in 
tantric sexual practices: 

Truthfully, you can only do such practice if there is no sexual desire 
whatsoever. The kind of realization that is required is like this: If 
someone gives you a goblet of wine and a glass of urine, or a plate of 
wonderful food and a piece of excrement, you must be in such a state 
that you can eat and drink from all four and it makes no difference 
to you what they are. Then maybe you can do this practice . 59 

When asked to name any lamas who he thought were at this level, he 
admitted that he could not. He mentioned that there are well-known sto¬ 
ries of great teachers like Tilopa who had transcended all attachment to 
conventional thinking and so were able to engage in sexual practices with¬ 
out harming themselves or their students, but he added that such excep¬ 
tional individuals are very rare . 60 

Types of Seals 

There are various types of seals, some real and some imagined. Tsong 
Khapa asserts that it is possible to access subtle levels of mind by working 
with seals that are merely visualized, but he contends that in order to attain 
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buddhahood in one lifetime it is necessary to use an “action seal,” because 
the great power of practice with an actual consort allows one to generate 
an illusory body that arises as a deity. According to Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, 
a tantric yogi who does this 

will enter into the meditative equipoise in which the very last obscu¬ 
rations preventing omniscience are removed. At that point he has 
achieved the path of no more learning, full omniscience and the 
resultant mahamudra union having the seven features: perfect bud¬ 
dhahood. 61 

The only other way to accomplish this is to transform the clear light of 
death into a deity, but this can only be done when actual death occurs. 
According to Gelukpa tradition, this was the choice that Tsong Khapa 
made. He was concerned that some of his followers might go astray if he 
were to practice with an actual consort, and so he postponed the genera¬ 
tion of an illusory body until his death. When the clear light of death man¬ 
ifested, he effected the transformation of a subtle body and arose as a fully 
awakened buddha. 

The use of an Action Seal is one of two ways to proceed to the level 
of illusory body. The only other way to rise in an illusory body is to 
use one’s actual death as the means of withdrawing all the winds, 
practicing vajra repetition as one is dying. (If one is capable of per¬ 
forming it, this practice would result in the attainment of awakening 
without again being reborn into a coarse body.) Shakyamuni Bud¬ 
dha, in his last lifetime prior to awakening, used an Action Seal, but 
it is said that although [Tsong Khapa] became a Buddha, he did not 
use an Action Seal, becoming awakened in the intermediate state 
instead . . . because he feared his followers would imitate him with¬ 
out being properly prepared, thus hampering instead of enhancing 
their practices. 62 

As Geshe Kelsang Gyatso’s describes this process, 

The method of embracing the action seal can be explained as follows 
by taking the example of a man whose personal deity is Heruka. He 
visualizes himself as Heruka embracing his consort Vajravarahi and 
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through the force of this embrace all his winds enter, abide and dis¬ 
solve within the indestructible drop at his heart. With this dissolu¬ 
tion the eight signs appear and are experienced in conjunction with 
emptiness. With arisal of the all empty clear light his mind will min¬ 
gle indistinguishably with emptiness, like water being poured into 
water. At this stage the experienced yogi can remain in the state of 
the all empty clear light for as long as he wishes. Until perfect bud- 
dhahood is attained this practice must be performed frequently. 63 

The culmination of the stage of completion occurs when one actually 
transforms oneself in accordance with the deities one had previously imag¬ 
ined. One is no longer an ordinary being, but has transcended all vestiges 
of ordinariness. One perceives all phenomena as a union of bliss and 
emptiness. Nothing is coarse, painful, or contemptible; everything is 
regarded as the play of the luminosity and emptiness of mind. All appear¬ 
ances are the creative visualization of a tantric deity, and one understands 
that one has been transformed into this deity. One has transcended all ego¬ 
istic attachments, all desire, and even the subtlest traces of mental afflic¬ 
tions. Because of this, one’s mind is characterized by profound compassion 
and direct perception of emptiness, and thus one is able to manifest in lim¬ 
itless forms for the benefit of others. According to the Hevajra Tantra, 

Therefore, a buddha is neither an existent thing nor a non-existent 
thing; 

He has a form with arms and faces, yet in supreme bliss is formless; 

Therefore, the whole world is the innate, because the innate is said 
to be its essential nature. 

Due to purification of the mind, nirvana is also its essential 
nature. 64 

In the final stages of this process, the manifestation of the mind of clear 
light becomes the antidote to the remaining traces of the afflictions. One 
enters into the “vajralike meditative stabilization,” which is one’s final 
mind as an ordinary being. In this concentration, one removes the sub¬ 
tlest traces of afflictions, and 


at dawn you become a fully awakened buddha. At that time your 
mind of clear light realizing emptiness becomes indestructible and 
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constant.... From that time onwards you experience the all empty 
clear light realizing emptiness without a single break in continuity. 
With the total annihilation at dawn of the obscurations preventing 
omniscience, your mind of meaning clear light will become the 
resultant truth body of a buddha and your pure illusory body will 
become the resultant form body ... all objects of knowledge will be 
simultaneously realized within a single mind in a single moment 
because even the most subtle dualistic appearance has been totally 
eliminated. Your clear light mind will simultaneously perceive all 
objects of knowledge as clearly as ordinary beings see their reflections 
in a mirror. 65 


Levels of Desire 

As mentioned previously, one of the special features ofVajrayana is its use 
of desire in the path to awakening. According to Gelukpa exegetes, the 
four types of tantras are distinguished by the respective levels of sexual 
desire that their followers are able to use in the path. The four levels are: 
looking, laughing, holding hands, and union of the male and female 
organs. These correspond to the four levels of satisfaction found among 
inhabitants of the Desire Realm. According to Lama Yeshe, 

Each class is designed for a particular type of practitioner and what 
differentiates one class from another is the intensity of desirous 
energy the practitioner is skilful enough to direct into the spiritual 
path. Traditionally, these differing levels of blissful energy are illus¬ 
trated by examples of increasing sexual intimacy. Thus it is said that 
the practitioner of the lowest level of tantra is one who is able to use 
and transform the blissful energy that arises merely from looking at 
an attractive partner. On the second level, it is the energy of exchang¬ 
ing smiles or laughter with this partner that is transformed. On the 
third level, the energy used is that of holding hands while the 
qualified practitioner of highest yoga tantra has the skill to direct into 
the spiritual path the desirous energy of sexual union itself. This very 
powerful imagery gives us an idea of the steadily increasing range of 
energy that can be channeled and transformed through the practice 
of tantra. 66 
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Practitioners of action tantra are able to visualize themselves as either 
male or female deities who generate desire while looking longingly at 
deities of the opposite sex. (Since tantric texts assert that ordinary ideas of 
gender are based on false conceptuality and lack inherent existence, 
women may visualize themselves as either women or men, and men may 
visualize themselves as either men or women.) Performance tantra practi¬ 
tioners train in utilizing the desire generated by laughing with a partner. 
Yoga tantra trainees are able to use the stronger desire that arises from phys¬ 
ical contact, and highest yoga tantra adepts employ the energies of sexual 
union. Through this training, one becomes familiar with applying the 
energy of desire in meditative stabilizations. Repeated familiarization with 
these techniques allows meditators to transform desire into blissful wis¬ 
dom consciousnesses, and in this way desire is overcome. This is often 
compared to the manner in which some insects are born in wood but con¬ 
sume the wood as they grow, leaving nothing behind. Thus Viryavajra’s 
Commentary on the Samputa Tantra contends that 

within the sound of laughter non-conceptual bliss is generated; or it 
is generated from looking at the body, the touch of holding hands 
and the embrace of the two; or from the touch [of union] .... just 
as an insect is generated from the wood and then eats the wood itself, 
so meditative stabilisation is generated from bliss [in dependence on 
desire] and is cultivated as emptiness [whereupon desire is consumed] T 


The Preliminary Practices 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, ordinary beings are born into life situa¬ 
tions in which they are destined to suffer and die. This is the result of for¬ 
mer contaminated actions and afflictions, which have been accumulated 
since beginningless time. Because of this process, physical and mental 
afflictions are deeply rooted in sentient beings, and so it is generally con¬ 
sidered necessary to prepare oneself for tantric practice by engaging in the 
“preliminary practices,” or ngondro (sngon ’gro, purvagama) in order to 
begin to reverse one’s negative conditioning. Jikme Lingpa states that pre¬ 
liminary practices are crucial elements in mental preparation because 


when the mind is prepared through the preliminary practices, just as 
food is made edible by being cooked, the mind will be capable of 
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entering the actual path of meditation. There will be no likelihood 
of disturbances such as laziness and fluctuation in the practice, and 
the meditations will be accomplished. 68 

These practices combine physical movements with visualization in order 
to transform the mind from one that is fixated on mundane concerns and 
desires into one that is primarily oriented toward religious practice for the 
benefit of others. Some teachers consider these preparatory trainings to be 
so essential to successful tantric practice that they will not give advanced 
tantric initiations to those who have not completed them, and even teach¬ 
ers who are willing to waive them generally stress their importance. The 
preliminary practices are: (1) taking refuge; (2) prostration; (3) Vajrasattva 
meditation; (4) mandala offering; and (5) guru yoga. 

Taking Refuge 

Before entering into the practice of tantra, it is necessary to “take refuge,” 
a practice that is common to all schools of Buddhism. The theory behind 
it is based on the idea that people who are unhappy with their present cir¬ 
cumstances should consider the causes of the dissatisfaction and evaluate 
possible solutions. According to Buddhism, the root cause of all the suf¬ 
ferings of cyclic existence is ignorance, which causes us mistakenly to 
imagine that transitory things like money, sex, power, possessions, or rela¬ 
tionships will bring enduring joy and fulfillment. If we consider this wide¬ 
spread assumption, however, we find that many people who have such 
things in abundance are profoundly unhappy, and so it is clear that they 
offer no guarantee of satisfaction. The problem with seeking contentment 
in such things, according to Buddhist thinkers, is that they are transitory, 
impermanent, and subject to change, and so they cannot be a source of 
lasting happiness. 

Another potential source of happiness lies in religious practice, and there 
are many religions that offer a path to salvation for their followers. Some, 
like Christianity and Islam, promise a blissful existence in a heaven for those 
who follow certain rules and who worship particular divinities. Others, like 
Jainism, hold that asceticism and self-denial are the keys to enduring con¬ 
tentment; in this system, people who undergo prolonged physical austeri¬ 
ties eventually transcend all suffering and experience bliss. Buddhism, 
however, rejects these two options and contends that the route to lasting 
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happiness lies in meditation that eliminates suffering through destroying 
the bases of suffering—ignorance and the afflictive emotions it engenders. 

Many Buddhist texts caution, however, that most people cannot accom¬ 
plish this on their own, because the afflictive emotions are so deeply 
ingrained that they color all our thoughts and distort our perceptions. In 
order to transcend them successfully, it is necessary to find a qualified spir¬ 
itual guide and follow a path that, according to our best evidence, is able 
to bring trainees to a state of happiness. Buddhists, not surprisingly, con¬ 
tend that when one examines the available paths, one will conclude that 
Buddhism holds out the strongest possibility of true salvation. According 
to the Dalai Lama, a true source of refuge 

must have completely overcome all defects forever; it must be free of 
all faults. It must also have all the attributes of altruism—those 
attainments which are necessary for achieving others’ welfare. For it 
is doubtful that anyone lacking these two prerequisites can bestow 
refuge; it would be like falling into a ditch and asking another who 
is in it to help you out. You need to ask someone who is standing out¬ 
side the ditch for help; it is senseless to ask another who is in the same 
predicament. A refuge capable of protecting from the frights of man¬ 
ifold sufferings cannot also be bound in this suffering but must be 
free and unflawed. Furthermore, the complete attainments are nec¬ 
essary, for if you have fallen into a ditch, it is useless to seek help from 
someone standing outside it who does not wish to help or who wishes 
to help but has no means to do so. Only a Buddha has extinguished 
all faults and gained all attainments. Therefore, one should mentally 
go for refuge to a Buddha, praise him with speech, and respect him 
physically. One should enter the teaching of such a being. 69 

Those people who reach this conclusion should commit themselves to 
Buddhist practice. This is accomplished by taking refuge vows, in which 
one formally declares that one has decided to rely on the “three jewels” of 
Buddhism—the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Samgha (the community 
of Buddhist monks and nuns). Kalu Rinpoche contends that ordinary peo¬ 
ple, beset by mistaken ideas and afflicted mental states, 

need some help; we need to look somewhere outside of our own lim¬ 
ited situation for something that can provide that source of refuge. 
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This is the reason, first and foremost, for taking refuge in the Bud¬ 
dha. The attainment of Buddhahood implies the removal of all lev¬ 
els of obscuration and confusion in the mind, and the unfolding of 
all the incredible potential which is the nature of mind itself .... 
Therefore, the Buddha, as one who attained omniscience, provides 
us with a source of refuge and with the guidance for our own spiri¬ 
tual practice. Taking refuge in the Dharma, the teachings which were 
presented by the Buddha to enlighten other beings, provides us with 
a source of guidance and refuge .... Taking refuge in the Samgha, 
those beings who attain to high states of realization . . . and who 
transmit the dharma, provides us with an additional source of guid¬ 
ance and refuge .... Through our own efforts in seeking refuge and 
through the blessings which are inherent in the sources of refuge, the 
connection is made whereby we can make effective progress along the 
path to awakening. 70 

Buddhism recognizes that there are many possible motivations for tak¬ 
ing refuge. Some people are looking for comfort, for meaning, or for 
escape, while others decide to follow the Buddhist path in order to benefit 
others. Ngorchen Konchog Lhundrup contends that the various reasons 
can be reduced to three basic motivations: fear, faith, and compassion: 

Seeking refuge through fear means that, being alarmed by the mis¬ 
eries of worldly existence experienced by others or oneself, one seeks 
refuge from them .... Seeking refuge through faith means that in 
seeking refuge one is motivated by any of the three kinds of faith. 
Faith of clear appreciation signifies that one discerns clearly the value 
of refuge, which has the ability to shield one from those fears of suf¬ 
fering; faith of aspiration signifies that one wishes to attain the stage 
of the refuge itself; and faith of confidence means that one trusts in 
the profound teaching of interdependent origination. Seeking refuge 
through compassion refers to a person who has awakened into the 
Mahayana race. Being moved by unbearable compassion for others 
who are afflicted by sufferings, which one infers from one’s own suf¬ 
ferings, one seeks refuge in order to shelter them entirely. 71 

Any of these constitutes a valid reason for taking refuge. Many people 
initially develop interest in Buddhist practice because it holds out the 
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promise of a peaceful state in which all suffering is overcome. This is not, 
of course, a particularly noble motivation, but is recognized as a valid basis 
for commitment to the dharma. For those who wish to follow the 
Mahayana path, genuine compassion is also necessary, since the goal of 
Mahayana is attainment of awakening for the benefit of others. 

When one takes refuge, one declares that one believes, on the basis of 
the available evidence, that the three jewels are reliable guides and that the 
Buddhist path offers the best chance for salvation. The actual ceremony 
of taking refuge is a simple affair: generally the initiate, in the presence of 
a lama, declares three times, “I take refuge in the Buddha; I take refuge in 
the Dharma; I take refuge in the Samgha.” Those who make this declara¬ 
tion with conviction are Buddhists. Because one’s main teacher plays a cen¬ 
tral role in tantric practice, tantric initiates commonly take refuge first in 
the guru, and then in the three jewels. Initiates of highest yoga tantra also 
often take refuge in wisdom beings called dakints, who play a central role 
in the practice and dissemination of tantras of the highest yoga tantra class. 

Whatever Buddhist path one follows, taking refuge is viewed as a nec¬ 
essary precondition, since it focuses the mind on the goal of Buddhist 
awakening, clearly identifies the guides one will follow, and forges a con¬ 
nection with the sources of refuge. Before entering into advanced tantric 
practice, it is customary to recite the refuge prayer at least one hundred 
thousand times. 


Faith as a Prerequisite 

Tantric texts all stress the importance of faith. It is commonly asserted that 
without faith in the three jewels, in the guru, and in one’s chosen practice 
there is no chance of attaining buddhahood. Thus the Sutra on Ten Dhar- 
mas states, 

Just as a green sprout never springs from seeds 
That have been scorched by fire, so no virtues 
will arise in people who have no faith. 

Ngorchen Konchog Lhundrup comments that this means that 


If one lacks faith, then the very foundation of virtue does not exist 
and, as a result, one will not seek the path to liberation. For such a 
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one, the good qualities of the Noble Ones will not be gained, nor will 
one obtain the blessing of the Preceptor and the Three Jewels. 72 

This is not a blind faith that holds to tantric tenets and practice in spite 
of empirical evidence or common sense, but a reasoned conviction—based 
on one’s own observation and reasoning—that the tantric path holds out 
the best promise of salvation. Without such an attitude, it is unlikely that 
one will be fully committed to Vajrayana. Tantric texts stress the idea that 
awakening is only attained by those who dedicate themselves wholeheart¬ 
edly. This dedication requires reasoned belief that will sustain one’s prac¬ 
tice in times of difficulty. 


Prostration 

Prostration (phyag ’tshal; pronounced “chaktsel”) is a crucial preparatory 
activity in which one prostrates oneself on the floor, generally in front of 
an image, altar, painting, or some other religious symbol. Because it 
involves vigorous physical activity, it is considered to be particularly effec¬ 
tive in overcoming negative physical karma. It requires a complete physi¬ 
cal abasement of the individual before symbols of deities—who are viewed 
as completely surpassing the meditator in good qualities—and so it is a 
counteragent to false pride. In bowing down, the meditator recognizes the 
superior wisdom and compassion of buddhas and bodhisattvas and 
requests their aid in attaining their exalted state. 

Prostration begins in a standing position. The practitioner’s hands are 
in the “gem holding position,” in which the base of the palm and the tips 
of the fingers are touching, with a space between the middle of the palms. 
The thumbs are tucked in. The folded hands are raised above the head, 
and with them the practitioner touches either three or four points on the 
body. In the first method, one touches the crown of the head, throat and 
heart, and in the second, the crown, forehead, throat, and heart are 
touched. Touching the crown symbolizes one’s wish to attain the body of 
a buddha; touching the throat symbolizes one’s goal of attaining the speech 
of a buddha; touching the heart symbolizes the aim of actualizing the mind 
of a buddha. 

There are two types of prostrations that are commonly used: a full 
prostration and a partial prostration. In the partial prostration, one 
touches the knees, forehead, and palms on the ground, while in the full 
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prostration the whole body contacts the ground and the arms are out¬ 
stretched. The practice of prostration is very popular among all sections 
of Tibetan society, both laity and monastics, and in Tibetan cultural areas 
one often sees crowds of people prostrating in front of religious sites, such 
as temples or monasteries, or in front of important religious figures, such 
as incarnate lamas. One particularly striking Tibetan custom involves cir¬ 
cumambulating a religious site making a series of full prostrations. In this 
practice, people will make a complete circuit around an area—such as the 
Potala, former residence of the Dalai Lamas—by making a full prostration 
and then beginning a new one at the place where the tips of the fingers 
reached. In the popular pilgrimage around Mt. Kailash, it is a common 
sight to see pilgrims in the process of making the whole circuit by means 
of full prostrations, which may take weeks to complete. 

While performing prostrations it is important to have the proper men¬ 
tal orientation. The whole process is connected with tantric visualizations, 
and practitioners should imagine that standing in front of them are innu¬ 
merable buddhas and bodhisattvas, as well as the lineage gurus, with the 
root guru at the front. One should strive to retain awareness of the reli¬ 
gious significance of the practice, of the ultimate goal of buddhahood and 
the immediate goal of purifying afflictions, and of the guru and medita- 
tional deities. Without the proper mental orientation, prostrations are just 
empty movements that have as little spiritual significance as calisthenics. 
Jikme Lingpa states that while making prostrations meditators 

should visualize the assembly of the Refuge Objects [buddhas, bodhi¬ 
sattvas, dakinis, gurus, etc.] in the sky above us, and with reverence 
perform full bodily prostrations while reciting the relevant verses. 
This should be done with strong devotion and faith towards the 
objects of prostration, never allowing our mind to wander towards 
any other object.... We should rise immediately, and think that our 
defilements are purified and that we have received the blessings of the 
Body, Speech, Mind, Qualities and Activity of the Buddhas. We 
should meditate in this way while performing prostrations with a 
strong faith and belief . 73 

During prostration practitioners commonly chant a prayer of confes¬ 
sion and mentally recite their faults and transgressions to the buddhas and 
gurus. They also vow to avoid committing negative acts and thinking neg- 
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ative thoughts in the future. Because prostration combines physical move¬ 
ments with verbal recitation and mental visualizations, it simultaneously 
purifies the “three doors” of body, speech, and mind and provides a pow¬ 
erful counteragent to afflictions. When used as a preparatory practice for 
tantra, it is customary to perform one hundred thousand prostrations, but 
Tibetans commonly do many more. There is no outer limit to the amount 
of merit one may acquire, and so practitioners are encouraged to do as 
many as possible, since prostration serves to undermine the power of 
afflictive emotions. It is important to note that prostrations—as well as 
the other preliminary practices—are not performed only prior to entry 
into tantric practice. Because they serve to diminish the force of afflictions, 
they are said to be effective at all levels of the path, and it is common for 
even advanced meditators to begin retreats with prostrations and other 
practices in order to purify their minds and set the proper tone for reli¬ 
gious practice. It is also common for committed tantrists to make them a 
part of their daily practices. 

Vajrasattva Meditation 

Vajrasattva (Rdo rje sems dpa\ pronounced “Dorje Semba”) is a buddha 
associated with mental purification. The preliminary practice of 
Vajrasattva meditation involves picturing this deity at the crown of one’s 
head and mentally associating the image with all the physical, mental, and 
spiritual perfections characteristic of fully awakened buddhas. One thinks 
of Vajrasattva as being identical with one’s own root lama, who manifests 
in a form of purity as a sign of blessing. According to Kalu Rinpoche, this 
is the most effective practice for mental purification found in Buddhist 
meditation texts . 74 The aim of this meditation 

is to purify us of the different levels of obscuration and confusion in 

the mind and the negativity and negative karmic patterns that 

develop as a result of that confusion and obscuration . 75 

There are many variations in this practice, and individual lineages have 
their own distinctive teachings. The description that follows is a short ver¬ 
sion that contains the most common aspects of the visualization process. 
At the beginning of a session of Vajrasattva meditation, one should find a 
quiet place free from distractions and assume a position in which the spine 
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is straight, the eyes slightly open, and the jaw parallel with the floor. The 
back of the right hand should be resting in the left palm, with thumbs 
lightly touching. The meditator may sit on a cushion in order to facilitate 
a posture in which the spine is comfortably straight. 

The practice generally begins with a confession, in which the medita¬ 
tor reflects on past transgressions and vows not to commit them again. 
Khetsun Sangpo states that in this practice one must recognize that non- 
virtuous actions result in rebirths in the lower realms and that they harm 
oneself and others, but “confession will bless your continuum and free you 
from the fault of hiding misdeeds .” 76 This must be combined with a fac¬ 
ulty of mindfulness and a strong desire not to repeat one’s misdeeds. 

In order to carry out your intention to refrain from non-virtue in the 
future, you need mindfulness and introspection that are able to catch 
even slight tendencies towards non-virtue. Coupled with watchful¬ 
ness there must be a very strong and urgent resolution not to repeat 
the mistake even if it should cost your life. Without a strong sense of 
restraint it is not possible to purify sins . 77 

After generating contrition and resolving to avoid future wrongdoing, 
one then offers homage to all the buddhas and bodhisattvas and dedicates 
the merit gained through one’s religious practice toward the welfare of all 
other sentient beings. Ideally the practice of Vajrasattva meditation should 
be combined with the mind of awakening, since one’s ultimate goal should 
be attainment of buddhahood for the benefit of others. 

With this mental preparation one is ready to begin the visualization 
practice. One first generates a mental image of a throne shaped like a lotus 
flower, with a cushion in the middle, and in the center of the disk is the 
syllable hum. The hum transforms into Vajrasattva, whose body is colored 
a luminous white. He is seated in the half-lotus posture, and the toe of his 
right foot rests on the head of the meditator. He has one face and two 
arms. 78 This mental image is often connected with guru yoga, and the med¬ 
itator is instructed to imagine that Vajrasattva is his or her guru manifest¬ 
ing in a pure form . 79 

Vajrasattva’s right hand is at his heart and holds a golden vajra, while 
his left hand, at his waist, holds a bell with the hollow part facing 
upwards. These symbolize the key qualities toward which tantric medi¬ 
tators aspire: compassion and wisdom. The vajra is the symbol of wisdom 
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united with skillful means, and the bell is the symbol of emptiness. He is 
wearing ornaments of precious jewels that adorn complete enjoyment 
bodies, and the hum syllable is at his heart. The hundred-syllable mantra 
of Vajrasattva surrounds him in a counterclockwise direction, and the 
hum radiates light in all directions. This light pervades all of space and 
benefits all sentient beings by removing their mental obstructions. It is 
crucial that the meditator also cultivate the understanding that the image 
is empty of inherent existence, completely insubstantial like a rainbow, a 
union of empty form and pure appearance. This is necessary because one 
should avoid reifying the image and becoming attached to it. The visual¬ 
ized Vajrasattva, like oneself, is a creation of mind and lacks true substan¬ 
tial existence. 

Beginning meditators will be unable to get beyond the idea that this is 
a mental creation, but in advanced states of realization one understands 
that the image is one’s own mind manifesting as Vajrasattva, who repre¬ 
sents one’s potential for awakening. It is neither more nor less real than the 
phenomena of ordinary experience, which are also manifestations of mind. 
Kalu Rinpoche states that the idea that the visualized Vajrasattva is a mere 
creation of mind may be overcome: 

... for the beginner, the particular aspect of the divinity that we call 
forth, visualized above the crown of our heads, is what is termed 
Samayasattva .... This is the bonded or consecrated aspect, and is 
our own mental creation, our own visualized concept of the divinity. 

At this point, we meditate that from the HUNG [hum\ syllable in 
the heart of the Samayasattva, light shines throughout the universe 
and invokes the awareness aspect, Jnanasattva .... The awareness 
aspect of the divinity, that is, the actual divinity, is called to imbue 
the bonded aspect with the awareness aspect. We visualize this by 
meditating the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas from all directions mani¬ 
festing in myriad forms of Dorje Sempa [Vajrasattva]: they are 
absorbed into the aspect meditated above the crown of our heads. We 
can rest assured that the awareness aspect has blended with the con¬ 
secrated aspect, and the divinity is actually present above the crown 
of our heads . 80 

One now visualizes a stream of ambrosia (symbolizing the wisdom and 
compassion ofVajrasattva) issuing from the central syllables of the mantra, 
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entering through a hole at the top of one’s head, and flowing downward 
through the body. As it descends, it displaces all of one’s negative emo¬ 
tions, bad karmas, and mental afflictions, which are visualized as a dark, 
viscous substance that is expelled through the lower extremities, the pores 
of the skin, the palms of the hands, and the soles of the feet. In this way, 
all of one’s negativities are replaced by the healing ambrosia, which per¬ 
meates one’s whole body and suffuses it with a sense of wellbeing. 

After this initial purification, the meditator cultivates the feeling that 
her body has been transformed into that of Vajrasattva. The more con¬ 
vinced one is of this transformation, the more effective the meditation will 
be. One should dispel all sense of ordinariness and cultivate the idea that 
one has become Vajrasattva. One perceives oneself as having the body, 
speech, and mind of Vajrasattva, and one engages in the awakened activ¬ 
ities of a buddha, acting spontaneously and effortlessly to benefit all sen¬ 
tient beings throughout space. In order to sustain this idea, one repeats 
Vajrasattva’s hundred syllable mantra: 

om vajrasattva samayam anupdlaya / vajrasattva tvenopatistha / drdho 
me bhava / sutosyo me bhava / suposyo me bhava / anurakto me bhaval 
sarva siddhi meprayaccha /sarva karmasuccha me / cittam srlyam kuru 
/hum ha ha ha ha hoh / bhagavan-sarva-tathagata vajra ma me muhca 
vajra bhava / mahasamaya-sattva ah hum / 

Om Vajrasattva, protect the pledge. Vajrasattva, may I be supported 
by you. Remain firmly with me; be pleased with me; be happy with 
me. Be affectionate toward me. Bestow all attainments on me. Purify 
my karma. Make my mind virtuous. Hum ha ha ha ha hoh all the 
blessed Tathagatas, may I be liberated in the vajra, O great pledge 
being of the nature of the vajra, ah hiim. 

In ngondro practice, one repeats this mantra one hundred thousand 
times. It is often recommended that one also repeat the short Vajrasattva 
mantra, om vajrasattva hiim. This should be done as often as possible, ide¬ 
ally six hundred thousand times. The purpose of this is to focus the mind 
on Vajrasattva and contemplate his function of mental purification. 
Through this one becomes increasingly familiar with the concept of 
purification, and this in turn contributes to its actualization within the 
psychophysical continuum. This is based on a key notion in Buddhist 
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meditation, that the more one focuses the mind on a particular object of 
observation, the more the mind itself is transformed in accordance with 
the object. In the case of Vajrasattva, one gradually purifies the mind 
through familiarizing it with a being who embodies mental purification. 

The meditator then recalls all past faults and transgressions of religious 
vows. He confesses them to Vajrasattva, asks for his blessings, and resolves 
not to commit such offenses in the future. Vajrasattva then dissolves into 
the meditator, and the meditator contemplates the fact that this image, 
like his own psychophysical continuum, is empty of inherent existence. 
He realizes that his own faults and negativities are similarly empty, void of 
substantial existence, and so they may be purified through appropriate 
practices. 

Despite the fact that mental afflictions are empty, they are not easily 
eradicated. The process requires a great deal of effort, and it is often com¬ 
pared to washing a very dirty shirt. The first washing eliminates most of 
the stain, but in order to get rid of the more subtle traces one must wash 
it again and again. With every laundering the stain diminishes a bit, but 
only repeated application will bring the shirt to a point where the stain is 
no longer visible. Even then, there are undoubtedly subtle traces of the 
stain in the fabric. 

In the same way, the discipline of meditation initially serves to coun¬ 
teract the grossest levels of affliction, but subtler aspects remain. Only 
repeated training diminishes their force, and the subtlest remnants of 
affliction are only removed through prodigious amounts of meditation. 

At the end of every session of practice one offers any benefits that derive 
from it for the benefit of all sentient beings. This is an essential element 
of closure, since it assures that one’s motivation is not a selfish one, but 
that one is pursuing this practice due to altruistic intentions. In order to 
assure that one does not become attached to the form of the image, one 
then visualizes Vajrasattva being absorbed into light, and then he is 
absorbed into oneself. One thinks of one’s own body, speech, and mind as 
being transformed into those of Vajrasattva, and one realizes that one has 
internalized the awakened qualities of the deity. 

This is a powerful practice, because one cultivates the actual state of the 
deity, rather than merely working at qualities that are concordant with it. 
Tantric meditation puts one into the situation of a buddha, and one cul¬ 
tivates the understanding that one is in fact a fully awakened being, en¬ 
dowed with the exalted qualities of Vajrasattva, and one further visualizes 
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oneself as engaging in his awakened activities, with the result that one 
becomes progressively more familiar with the state of buddhahood. 
Through such practice one moves very quickly toward the final goal of 
buddhahood, because it is not a distant goal, but rather an integral part of 
one’s present practice and an unfolding of one’s basic nature. 

Mandala Offering 

As with the practice of prostration, mandala offering involves physical 
activities conjoined with visualization. Practitioners making mandala 
offerings imagine themselves giving valuable substances such as gold, jew¬ 
els, and so on to buddhas and bodhisattvas, as well as the guru. Accord¬ 
ing to Geshe Rabten, 

mandala means to take the essence. Although this is a simple prac¬ 
tice it is an effective means of accumulating merit. It is offered to the 
Object of Refuge which is free from all impurity and attachment, 
therefore the practice is for one’s own benefit . 81 

Generally the ritual requires a base, which is a round plate about six 
inches in diameter. Ideally it should be made of gold, silver, or another 
precious metal, but in practice any surface may be used, even one made of 
stone or wood. No matter what the material is, the plate should be visu¬ 
alized as pure gold. This symbolizes the pure innate buddha nature of each 
person. 

People of limited means often make offerings of grains or rice, and 
sometimes common stones, but those who can afford it may use precious 
gems. Other offerings may be added, such as coins, jewelry, and the like. 
When grains are used, the practitioner begins by holding some in the left 
hand while holding the base at the level of the heart. With the right hand, 
she drops some grains into the center of the base while reciting the refuge 
prayer and attempting to generate the mind of awakening. With the right 
forearm, she wipes the grain off the base in a clockwise direction. This sym¬ 
bolizes the removal of the three afflictions of desire, hatred, and ignorance, 
which obscure the innate buddha nature. The right arm is used because 
an energy channel associated with wisdom runs along it. 

Next the practitioner drops some grains on the base and wipes it three 
times in a counterclockwise direction. This is symbolic of the wish to 



TANTRA / 307 


develop the exalted qualities of the body, speech, and mind of a buddha. 

The succeeding stage involves pouring grain in the hand and then into 
the center of the base. One then makes a fence around the perimeter by 
pouring more grain in a clockwise direction. After this, a hill of grain is 
formed in the middle, symbolizing Mount Meru, the center of the uni¬ 
verse in traditional Buddhist cosmology. Around it are piles of grain rep¬ 
resenting the four primary continents described in traditional Buddhist 
literature, one at each of the cardinal points. One then makes two more 
piles on either side of the central one, which correspond to the sun and 
moon. For those who make this offering with the proper motivation, 
according to Geshe Lobsang Tharchin, 

contained in every grain of this offering there is a fertile seed for the 
attainment of Perfect Enlightenment. This is because of the sincere 
aspiration for Perfect Enlightenment, which has motivated you to 
perform the offering. One strives for Enlightenment in order to 
become able to benefit all sentient beings in the universe. Thus, as 
the number of living beings in the universe is infinite, the virtue 
which is derived from this act is also without limit . 82 

While creating this mandala, the practitioner should be creatively visu¬ 
alizing it as containing the entire universe and all its desirable things. The 
universe in the form of the mandala is then given to the buddhas while 
one recites a prayer of offering: 

By virtue of offering to this assemblage of Buddhas visualised before 
me this mandala built on a base, resplendent with flowers, incense, 
saffron water, and adorned with Mount Meru, the four continents, 
the sun and the moon, may all sentient beings share in its good 
effects . 83 

After the prayer has been recited and one has imagined oneself giving 
everything in the universe to the buddhas, one tilts the mandala toward 
oneself and pours the grains into one’s lap, imagining that the buddhas 
reciprocate by bestowing blessings. This practice is said to be an effective 
way of generating merit and of overcoming attachment to material things. 
By symbolically proffering everything imaginable to the buddhas for the 
benefit of all sentient beings, one diminishes one’s desire for wealth and 
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possessions. As with the practice of prostrations, it is customary for prac¬ 
titioners to perform this at least one hundred thousand times. 

Three Levels of Mandala Offering 

The process described above, using grains and plates, is referred to as the 
“outer mandala offering.” It is considered to be a powerful method of cul¬ 
tivating merit and proper attitudes, but it is still only a beginning tech¬ 
nique because it uses external props. The deeper levels of mandala 
offering are the “inner mandala offering” and the “secret mandala offer¬ 
ing,” which do not use physical movements, external gestures, or material 
objects. The practice takes place in the mind, and one’s own body be¬ 
comes the offering. 

In the inner mandala offering, one visualizes one’s body as a mandala, 
which represents the entire universe. At the beginning of the meditation, 
one imagines that the outer parts of the body, the skin and so forth, are of 
the nature of pure gold. They take the place of the base used in the outer 
mandala offering. After this one mentally pictures the flesh and blood of 
the body, imagining the blood as a celestial ambrosia that covers the base 
and eliminates all impurities. One’s flesh is conceived as celestial flowers 
with fresh blooms and vibrant colors. The trunk of the body is Mount 
Meru, which is viewed as being composed of precious materials, such as 
rubies, sapphires, gold, and silver. One’s arms and legs are the four conti¬ 
nents, and the toes and feet are smaller land masses. One’s head is the man¬ 
sion of the Lord of Deities, which is located at the top of Mount Meru, 
and one’s eyes are the sun and moon. The heart becomes the most valu¬ 
able jewel in the universe, and the other internal organs are repositories of 
vast wealth. 

In this way, the body itself is transformed into a mandala, and through 
this one diminishes the sense of ordinariness. This practice also under¬ 
mines fixed views and negative attitudes toward the body. Once the men¬ 
tal image is complete, one transforms the body-mandala into a pure land 
and offers it to the guru and the three jewels while reciting a prayer of 
offering. One then imagines that this gift has greatly pleased the objects 
of refuge and that oneself and all sentient beings receive the blessings of 
the guru, buddhas, and bodhisattvas. 

The secret mandala offering requires a thorough familiarity with the 
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mystical physiology of highest yoga tantra, and because much of the prac¬ 
tice involves great skill in subtle manipulation of vital energies, it will only 
be possible to provide a brief sketch of the process. The secret mandala 
offering is said to be more profound—and also more difficult—than the 
previous two, because there is no external basis for visualization. Instead, 
one’s own mind becomes the mandala. The goal of the practice is trans¬ 
formation of one’s mind into the consciousness of a fully awakened bud- 
dha through imagining that aspects of one’s cognition are transmuted into 
the bodies of a buddha. As noted before, according to Mahayana buddhol- 
ogy, buddhas develop three primary bodies: (1) the truth body, which is 
the result of a fully developed wisdom consciousness realizing emptiness; 
(2) a complete enjoyment body, a perfect body created out of subtle 
energy; and (3) form bodies, which are compassionately emanated for the 
benefit of others and result from perfecting the cultivation of the mind of 
awakening. Form bodies are the fulfillment of the collection of merit. The 
truth body is the outcome of cultivating the collection of wisdom; it is 
actualized through perfecting understanding of emptiness. 

These two types of consciousness—the mind of awakening and the 
mind directly perceiving emptiness—are the basis of the secret mandala 
offering. The mind of awakening consists of the mental awareness accom¬ 
panied by two aspirations: the aspiration to benefit all sentient beings 
through establishing them in the state of buddhahood; and the wish per¬ 
sonally to attain complete awakening in order to be able to accomplish the 
first aspiration. The wisdom consciousness realizing emptiness penetrates 
beyond false appearances and correctly perceives things as they are, that is, 
as utterly lacking inherent existence, as composite, produced, and imper¬ 
manent. 

In the secret mandala offering, one offers the mind of awakening and 
the wisdom consciousness realizing emptiness to the objects of refuge. One 
adorns the mandala with the activities of these minds—which are suffused 
with wisdom and compassion—and gives them to the guru, the buddha, 
and other awakened beings. The merit gained from successfully complet¬ 
ing this practice is said to be immeasurable, but the mental training is more 
important. The mind is extremely subtle, an entity of luminosity and 
emptiness, and those who are able effectively to manipulate mental ener¬ 
gies in this way overcome deeply rooted afflictions and purify their men¬ 
tal continuums. 
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Guru Yoga 

All schools of Tibetan Buddhism emphasize the necessity of finding a 
qualified teacher. Such a teacher is one who has successfully traversed the 
path and attained the highest levels of realization. Because of this, the guru 
can guide students around the pitfalls they will encounter, warn them of 
dangers, correct their errors, and skillfully help them to actualize their 
potential buddhahood. It is stated throughout Tibetan meditation litera¬ 
ture that one cannot successfully follow the path of tantra without a guru, 
and Tilopa contends that 

the ignorant may know that sesame oil—the essence—exists in the 
sesame seed, but because they do not know how, they cannot extract 
the oil. So also does the innate fundamental wisdom abide in the 
heart of all migrators; but unless it is pointed out by the guru, it can¬ 
not be realized. By pounding the seeds and clearing away the husks, 
one can extract the essence—the sesame oil. Similarly, when it is 
shown by the lama, the meaning of suchness is so illuminated that 
one can enter into it. 84 

Guru yoga purifies one’s awareness through practices that involve visu¬ 
alizing the teacher as an embodiment of the pure, exalted wisdom of bud¬ 
dhahood. Unlike a deity mentally generated in front of one, arising from 
emptiness and again dissolved into emptiness at the end of the session, the 
guru remains with one as a symbol of the goal of awakening. Kalu Rin- 
poche states that from the point of view of individual meditators, the guru 
is even kinder than buddhas and bodhisattvas, because the guru is the one 
who actually reveals the teachings to them. 85 Most of us never have the 
good fortune to meet a buddha in person, but if we are able to visualize 
the guru as an awakened being, the result is the same as if we had. The 
guru transmits Buddhist teachings, instructs us on their proper applica¬ 
tion, and provides an example of a person who puts them into practice; 
thus the relation of a tantric practitioner with the guru is much more inti¬ 
mate than relationships with buddhas. 

Imagining one’s guru as a buddha provides a concrete example of the 
awakened state one is trying to achieve. Lama Yeshe states that through 
guru yoga meditators “are able progressively to cut through our superficial 
ways of relating to the world and make contact with the innate wisdom at 
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the heart of our being.” 86 Successful Vajrayana practice requires the ability 
to see the guru as a buddha, and to understand that any apparent faults 
the guru might have are only reflections of one’s own inadequacies. The 
guru is a reflection of one’s own mind, and a meditator who perceives the 
guru as having faults develops corresponding flaws. One who views the 
guru as a buddha actualizes the innate potential for buddhahood in each 
sentient being. Jikme Lingpa contends that this is 

the finest method for realizing the innate wisdom within oneself. It 
is accomplished through one’s own faith and by the grace or blessing 
of the Spiritual Guide. All Fully Awakened Beings abide inseparably 
in the expanse of Primordial Awareness, and all are in essence one. 
The Spiritual Master is the embodiment unifying all wisdom, com¬ 
passion and power of an Awakened Being. Understanding this with 
strong devotion and belief will lead to a direct experience of the 
essence of the path. By these means the emotional defilements are 
purified and the accumulation of merit and wisdom is perfected. 87 


Lineage 

In addition to providing meditators with living examples of realized 
beings, gurus also belong to lineages of teachings and practices that are 
traced back to the beginnings of Buddhism. The lineage is a guarantee of 
the authenticity of the teachings. Tibetan Buddhism is a traditional sys¬ 
tem, and its leaders are revered not for their innovations but for how 
closely they approximate its ideals. Great teachers and adepts are presented 
in Tibetan literature as archetypal models, and their biographies tend to 
stress the ways in which they embody the shared values of the tradition. 

In keeping with these attitudes, gurus are important because they 
belong to established lineages, and students who receive initiation from a 
guru are told of the succession of awakened teachers who have passed on 
that particular teaching. This is partly due to a respect for precedent and 
a backward-looking orientation found in all traditional systems, but it is 
also a recognition that Vaj rayana is not transmitted primarily through texts 
and scriptures, but from mind to mind, from teacher to student. Gurus 
do not simply learn the texts and practice the relevant meditations: they 
also receive a rich oral heritage from their own teachers, and each succes- 
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sive generation augments this legacy, while striving to retain a perceived 
connection with the past. 

Each tantric deity has its own unbroken lineage of practitioners. To 
be authentic and reliable this lineage must have had its source in 
the fully enlightened experience of a true master. Furthermore, this 
experience must have been passed down to us through an unbroken 
succession of adepts, each of whom attained realizations by accom¬ 
plishing the practices of this deity. The strength of tantra—which has 
the literal meaning of ‘continuous’ or ‘continuity’—lies in its preser¬ 
vation and transmission of the enlightened experience through a con¬ 
tinuous, unbroken lineage of practitioners. 88 

This oral transmission is essential for newly initiated students to enter 
into the system at all, since many tantric texts are deliberately cryptic. 
Tantric teachings are secret, and the texts assume that their words will be 
explained by a qualified master who has studied and internalized Vajrayana 
lore from his or her own teachers and whose meditation has led to 
advanced states of spiritual development. The ideal guru is a person who 
is firmly rooted in the tradition, who has studied the texts and commen¬ 
taries extensively, who has deeply internalized oral instructions from awak¬ 
ened masters, and who has put the teachings into practice in meditation. 
Tantric texts also emphasize that the guru should be a person whose med¬ 
itations have borne fruit, since only those who have purified their own 
mental continuums are able to perceive the spiritual defects and needs of 
others and adapt their teachings to them. Such a person provides students 
with a model to emulate, a once-ordinary being like themselves who 
through meditative practice has become extraordinary. Role models of 
awakened behavior are essential in order for beginners to be able to imag¬ 
ine themselves as awakened masters embodying wisdom and compassion, 
working ceaselessly for the benefit of others. 

The Problem of Faulty Gurus 

Although ideally the guru should be an advanced meditator who embod¬ 
ies the highest ideals of the system, if one’s guru is not such a person, 
one should still view him or her as such in meditation. Kalu Rinpoche 
states that 
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once the formal bond of empowerment and teaching has been estab¬ 
lished and we have accepted a particular teacher as a guru, then . . . 
it is extremely important for us to have nothing but pure views toward 
the teacher. Even in the case of discovering qualities in the teacher 
that we find repulsive, the bond has been established, and purely from 
the personal point of view of making spiritual progress, the only atti¬ 
tude which is beneficial is to view that teacher as an emanation of 
Buddha. To view the teacher as an ordinary person and become crit¬ 
ical does not help us and in fact can be a serious obstacle. 89 

As Kalu Rinpoche explains this, the proper attitude of reverence toward 
the guru is based on pragmatic considerations. Even if the guru is utterly 
lacking in good qualities, the student should still strive to imagine him or 
her as a buddha. Those who succeed in perceiving the guru in this way 
develop corresponding qualities themselves—whatever the spiritual con¬ 
dition of the guru—and there are numerous stories in tantric literature of 
students attaining complete awakening through pure devotion to the 
guru, even though he or she is a less than ideal model. 90 There are also sto¬ 
ries of people who denigrated their gurus and were born in terrible “vajra 
hells” which are specially reserved for tantric practitioners who transgress 
their vows (one of which is a promise to venerate the guru). 

In Vajrayana, one works at transcending ordinariness through creative 
visualization, and those who critically focus on the guru’s faults remain 
trapped by the ordinary, mired in the false appearances of cyclic existence. 
Meditators who learn to view the guru and themselves as fully awakened 
deities alter their own reality in accordance with the visualization and 
develop the qualities of a deity. Throughout this practice, one should be 
aware that the mind of the guru is by nature empty, as is one’s own mind. 
Both are indistinguishable in nature from the mind of a buddha. By con¬ 
joining a perception of one’s guru as being a buddha with the thought that 
the guru’s mind and one’s own are indistinguishable in that both have the 
pure buddha nature, one quickly purifies adventitious mental afflictions 
and progressively comes to approximate the state of buddhahood. 

Visualizing the Guru as a Deity 

When one has received initiation into the practice of a particular deity, 
one works at generating a mental image of this deity, its retinue, and its 
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mandala. The visualization process is also conjoined with guru yoga, and 
tantric practitioners develop the ability to perceive the guru as indistin¬ 
guishable from the buddha. A typical practice of this sort involves creat¬ 
ing a projection of the meditational deity in front of oneself, surrounded 
by the succession of gurus belonging to the lineage in an unbroken stream, 
including one’s own guru. One then asks the gurus and deities to bestow 
blessings and aid one’s progress. It is important that the meditator believes 
that this actually occurs. 

At this point in the ritual, the deities and gurus merge into one another, 
then they enter into one’s body through the aperture at the crown of the 
head and descend into the central channel. They dissolve into the energy 
center ( cakra) at the heart. At this point, all conventional dualistic appear¬ 
ances dissolve into emptiness. Through this practice, one should develop 
a feeling of close connection with the guru, who is perceived as identical 
with the meditational deity and with one’s own consciousness. One should 
regularly reflect on the great wisdom of the guru and on the guru’s kind¬ 
ness in teaching the path to awakening. The guru embodies the goal of the 
path—fully developed compassion and wisdom—and should be viewed 
as a buddha. But this abstract consideration is only the first step; one must 
also recognize that the exalted qualities of buddhas are present in one’s own 
mind. Thus one trains in the understanding that the guru, meditational 
deity, and oneself are one. In this meditation, it is necessary to have unwa¬ 
vering faith in the guru because 

if, when you are practicing it, there is a limitation in your devotion, 
it will not work. To practice true guru yoga, you must think—from 
the very depths of your heart—of the kindness of the root and line¬ 
age gurus and of their good qualities of body, speech, and mind. So 
intense is this devotion that the hairs on your body will rise, tears will 
well into your eyes, and your voice will break. You have only the lama 
in your mind; your mind is attracted to the lama; you then wish to 
pray day and night to the lama. Until such blazing experiences of true 
guru yoga arise, you must make effort. 91 

Faith in the guru is an essential precondition for awakening, and 
Tibetan meditation literature has many stories of meditators who made 
progress due to faith, as well as cautionary tales of people with great poten¬ 
tial whose training stagnated due to questioning the lama. Of course, a 
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system like this, which emphasizes absolute, unquestioning devotion to 
the lama, is ripe for abuse, and there are notable examples of lamas who 
exploit their positions and take advantage of the faith of their disciples. 
For this reason, spiritual seekers are advised to choose carefully, because a 
person who follows a charlatan is apt to be brought down by him. 

It is important to note, however, that the purpose of exalting the guru 
is not to give praise to one’s teacher. An awakened being has no need for 
praise, and is unaffected by censure. Gurus are extolled and visualized as 
deities in order to enhance one’s own spiritual practice. Learning to per¬ 
ceive an apparently ordinary being as a deity helps people to overcome 
their attachments to feelings of ordinariness, to transform the mundane 
through creative visualization. Through this practice, one learns to over¬ 
come one’s own limitations and to recast the world in accordance with the 
symbols and practices of tantra. 

The Fourteen Root Downfalls 

When receiving initiations, tantric practitioners commonly take a series of 
vows {dam tshig, samaya ) in which they promise to perform certain actions 
and avoid particular harmful deeds and attitudes. Upholding these vows 
is considered to be essential to successful tantric practice, and those who 
transgress them cause themselves great harm. Tantric practitioners are 
required to uphold the bodhisattva vows (which include eighteen root 
vows and forty-six subsidiary vows). Practitioners of yoga tantra and high¬ 
est yoga tantra also have to fulfill fourteen root tantric vows and ten addi¬ 
tional vows. Moreover, initiation into a particular tantric practice often 
includes more vows. 92 

Failure to uphold the fourteen root tantric vows leads to the “fourteen 
root downfalls.” They are generally enumerated in descending order of 
severity, with the first being the most serious, the second less serious, and 
so forth. 

The first root downfall is contradicting the guru, which weakens the 
close bond required for successful tantric practice. Before one has received 
initiation, it is considered appropriate to examine potential gurus thor¬ 
oughly in order to determine whether or not they are genuine teachers who 
practice what they preach. It is also important to determine whether or 
not a particular guru is a person for whom one feels respect and closeness; 
but after initiation has been bestowed the only appropriate attitude is one 
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of unquestioning reverence and confidence. Whether or not the teacher is 
actually awakened, students should view him or her as a buddha. People 
who develop antipathy toward their teachers, who speak ill of them or dis¬ 
please them—or who even recognize negative qualities that their teachers 
actually possess—violate their tantric vows and commit the most serious 
of the root downfalls. 

The second root downfall involves contradicting or denigrating the 
teachings of the buddhas or those of one’s guru. It is essential that 
Vajrayanists take the teachings to heart and put them into practice dili¬ 
gently. They should avoid looking for faults either in the teachings them¬ 
selves or in those who present them. 

Because Vajrayana is designed for people with exceptional compassion 
and intelligence who seek to become buddhas due to altruistic motiva¬ 
tions, it would be unseemly to quarrel with others on the same path. It 
would not only diminish the practitioners of tantra in the eyes of others, 
but would lead to schisms among them and to negative mental qualities. 
The third root downfall, therefore, is fighting with other tantrists, and ini¬ 
tiates vow to cultivate positive feelings toward them and to develop rela¬ 
tionships with them that are mutually beneficial and harmonious. Thus 
Kalu Rinpoche cautions that 

quarreling, spite, competitiveness, malevolent attitudes toward each 
other, bickering, and discord between ourselves and these people are 
completely out of the question from the point of view of samaya 
[vows]. We must respect the very important bond that we have with 
these people through our commitment to Vajrayana. The bond exists 
and we must attempt to promote harmony and mutual accord, mutual 
help and benefit, as much as possible among the vajra samgha. 93 

When one receives tantric initiation, one becomes part of a community 
and is expected to regard fellow tantrikas as one’s “vajra brothers and sis¬ 
ters.” One’s immediate community includes those who belong to one’s 
particular lineage, who have received empowerments from the same lama, 
and who regularly perform the same sadhanas. Feelings of belonging may 
vary considerably among groups, and some who receive initiations may 
view them as a form of blessing and not undertake tantric practice com¬ 
mitments. Most serious practitioners, however, consider themselves to be 
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bound by their connections to others who have received the same empow¬ 
erments from the same lama, and many groups gather regularly for com¬ 
munal practice. For many tantrikas, members of their community 
constitute a support group for religious practice. 

Tantric practitioners should be deeply committed to the bodhisattva 
vow to work for the benefit of all sentient beings without exception. Those 
who deviate from this principle are guilty of committing the fourth root 
downfall. This is a particularly difficult vow to keep, because it is violated 
not only by harmful acts, but even by negative thoughts or intentions. 
Bodhisattvas should seek to help others in all circumstances and avoid 
doing them any harm, which requires constant mindfulness and unwaver¬ 
ing compassion. 

The fifth root downfall is connected with the mystical physiology of 
tantra, which postulates the existence of subtle drops residing in the cakras. 
The two most important of these are a red drop and a white drop that each 
person inherits from the mother and father respectively. Those who harm 
these drops are guilty of the fifth root downfall. This occurs in several ways, 
and especially as a result of sexual indulgence. Because of this, illicit sex¬ 
ual activity should be avoided by tantric practitioners, who seek to chan¬ 
nel the energy of sexual desire as an aid on the path. 

In keeping with the nonsectarian nature of Vajrayana, practitioners vow 
not to denigrate the teachings and paths of other systems. Those who do 
commit the sixth root downfall. 

Tantra is a secret system that should only be revealed to those who 
demonstrate that they are fit to receive the teachings, and then only by a 
fully qualified Vajrayana master. Those who reveal the secrets to noniniti¬ 
ates—people who are not ready to receive them or who will be harmed by 
them—are guilty of the seventh root downfall. 

Although ordinary beings have physical, impermanent bodies that are 
subject to degeneration, sickness, old age, and death, they are still bodies 
in which they are able to practice Vajrayana and become buddhas. Thus 
the eighth root downfall involves viewing the five aggregates that make up 
the psychophysical personality as impure and defiled. Tantric practition¬ 
ers should train in viewing themselves as fully awakened buddhas, with 
the perfect body, speech, and mind of a buddha. Thinking of the body as 
defiled would be an impediment to the visualization process, and so it 
should be avoided. It is a great fault 
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because Vajrayana sees everything as sacred. All appearance is a form 
of divinity, all sound is the sound of mantra, and all thought and 
awareness is the divine play of transcending awareness .... The 
potential for that sacredness exists within our present framework . . 

. of the five skandhas [aggregates]. Acknowledging psycho-physical 
aggregates of an individual as the potential of the Buddhas... is to 
recognize that, in tantra, the potential for that transformation exists 
within our present situation. To disparage that potential as some¬ 
thing useless or impure or unwholesome is a root downfall, a basic 
contradiction, from the point of view of tantric practice. 94 

Because tantra requires total commitment and sustained effort, initiates 
promise to maintain unwavering faith. Those who develop doubts about 
their decision to enter Vajrayana are guilty of the ninth root downfall. 

Sometimes advanced bodhisattvas must make difficult choices for the 
benefit of others. There are stories in Buddhist literature of advanced 
bodhisattvas who are able to know the minds of others and who realize 
that certain people will inevitably commit acts of great evil that will result 
in suffering for themselves and others. Such bodhisattvas sometimes elect 
to save the evil beings from themselves by killing them in order to prevent 
them from carrying out their plans. This is referred to euphemistically as 
a “liberation” because the person who is killed is liberated from the nega¬ 
tivities of his or her present life situation. If the liberation is carried out in 
a spirit of true compassion and love, it will result in a better future life for 
the being who is liberated. This should only be done by those who have 
reached a high enough level of awareness that they can directly perceive 
the mental continuums of others and accurately predict their futures. 
When such beings recognize a potentially disastrous situation and fail to 
act to prevent it, they are guilty of the tenth root downfall. 

Buddhist literature cautions against holding extreme views, since they 
cause biases and lead to negative thoughts. The most important of these 
are the view of permanence and the view of nihilism. The former naively 
believes that everything one experiences is real, while the other misunder¬ 
stands the concept of emptiness by thinking it means that nothing exists. 
The latter view is more dangerous, since it may lead one to believe that 
one’s actions have no effects, to deny the possibility of liberation, and thus 
to renounce the path and engage in harmful activities. Those who hold 
either of these extreme views commit the eleventh root downfall. 
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The twelfth root downfall is committed by tantrists who refuse to teach 
others who seek instruction from them and who are qualified recipients. 
When someone with sincere faith and the proper motivation requests 
instruction, it is the duty of tantric adepts to teach them. Failure to do so 
constitutes the twelfth root downfall. 

Tantric initiates train in the understanding that nothing is inherently 
foul or pure and that all our ideas about such things are merely based on 
false conceptuality. In order to weaken our attachment to such ideas, 
tantric ceremonies sometimes involve consumption of small amounts of 
substances that are commonly considered to be impure. Those who refuse 
to partake of these things remain enmeshed in a limited view of reality 
because they 

have failed to appreciate the view of tantra which attempts to tran¬ 
scend purity and impurity, attempts to transcend dualistic thinking 
.... To indulge in this kind of superficial, dualistic clinging to 
appearances during the course of a tantric ritual, is to commit this 
thirteenth root downfall and to go against the spirit of our tantric 
practice. 95 

In tantric literature, women are associated with wisdom, and so practi¬ 
tioners of tantra are cautioned against denigrating any woman, either ver¬ 
bally or mentally. Those who do so are guilty of the fourteenth root 
downfall. 
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10 : Death and Dying in 
Tibetan Buddhism 


Introduction 

ccording to traditional stories of his life, the Buddha 
first decided to leave his home and seek awakening after 
encountering the “four sights”: (i) a sick person; (2) an old 
person; (3) a corpse; and (4) a world renouncer. The first 
three epitomize the sufferings to which ordinary beings 
are subject, and the last indicates that one can transcend them through 
meditation and religious practice. The greatest problem of all is death, the 
final cessation of all our hopes and dreams, our successes and failures, our 
loves, hates, worries, and plans. 

From its inception, Buddhism has stressed the importance of death, 
since awareness of death is what prompted the Buddha to perceive the ulti¬ 
mate futility of worldly concerns and pleasures. Realizing that death is 
inevitable for a person who is caught up in worldly pleasures and attitudes, 
the Buddha resolved to renounce the world and devote himself to finding 
a solution to this most basic of existential dilemmas. After years of diligent 
and difficult practice he became awakened, and through this he tran¬ 
scended death. His life story provides his followers with a model to emu¬ 
late, and even today Buddhist teachers strongly advise their students to 
meditate on death and impermanence, since they are powerful countera¬ 
gents to shortsighted concern with mundane matters and one’s own tran¬ 
sitory happiness. Buddhist teachers also point out that according to 
tradition Buddha began his teaching career discussing death and imper¬ 
manence in his first sermon on the four noble truths, and he also ended 
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his career with teachings on death and impermanence, which indicates 
how important they are in Buddhist doctrine and practice. 

Tibetan Buddhism places a particularly strong emphasis on instructions 
concerning death, and Tibetan literature is full of admonitions to be aware 
of the inevitability of death, the preciousness of the opportunities that a 
human birth presents, and the great value of mindfulness of death. A per¬ 
son who correctly grasps the inevitability of death becomes more focused 
on religious practice, since he or she realizes that death is inevitable, the 
time of death is uncertain, and that every moment counts. 

An example of this attitude can be found in the biography of Mila- 
repa, who began his meditative practice after having killed a number of 
people through black magic. The realization of his impending death and 
the sufferings he would experience in his next lifetime prompted him 
to find a lama who could show him a way to avert his fate. His concern 
with death was so great that when he was meditating in a cave his tat¬ 
tered clothes fell apart, but he decided not to mend them, saying, “If I 
were to die this evening, it would be wiser to meditate than to do this 
useless sewing.” 1 

This attitude epitomizes the ideal for a Buddhist practitioner, accord¬ 
ing to many teachers. Atis'a is said to have told his students that for a per¬ 
son who is unaware of death, meditation has little power, but a person who 
is mindful of death and impermanence progresses steadily and makes the 
most of every precious moment. A famous saying of the school he 
founded, the Kadampa, holds that if one does not meditate on death in 
the morning, the whole morning is wasted; if one does not meditate on 
death at noon, the afternoon is wasted; and if one does not meditate on 
death at night, the evening is wasted. 

In stark contrast to this attitude, most people frantically run after tran¬ 
sitory pleasures and material objects, foolishly believing that wealth, 
power, friends, and family will bring lasting fulfillment. This is particu¬ 
larly prevalent in Western cultures, which emphasize superficial images of 
happiness, material and sensual pleasures, and technological innovation as 
avenues to contentment. We are taught to crave such things, but inevitably 
find that the wealthy and powerful die just as surely as the poor and pow¬ 
erless. We try to cover up the signs of aging through cosmetics and sur¬ 
gery, and we attempt to hide the reality of death by putting makeup on 
corpses to make them appear “lifelike.” We are even taught to avoid dis¬ 
cussion of death, since this is seen as inappropriate in polite company and 
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overly morbid. Instead, people tend to focus on things that turn their 
attention from death and surround themselves with images of superficial 
happiness. As Dr. Richard Kalish states, 

death is blasphemous and pornographic. We react to it and its sym¬ 
bols in the same way that we react to pornography. We avoid it. We 
deny it exists. We avert our eyes from its presence. We protect little 
children from observing it and dodge their questions about it. We 
speak of it only in whispers. We consider it horrible, ugly and gro¬ 
tesque. 2 

From its inception, Buddhism has taken a far different course. Anyone 
who has studied with a Tibetan lama has been regularly reminded of the 
importance of mindfulness of death. Discussions of death and imperma¬ 
nence are found in every facet of Tibetan Buddhist teaching, and any stu¬ 
dent who tries to overlook them is soon reminded that dharma practice 
requires a poignant awareness of death. Buddhist doctrines emphasize the 
idea that although one’s destiny is always influenced by past karma, every 
person has the ability to exercise free will and influence the course of both 
life and death. We all shape our own destinies, and in every moment there 
are opportunities for spiritual advancement. According to many Buddhist 
texts, death presents us with a range of important possibilities for 
progress. 


Meditation on Death 

Buddhist meditation texts point out that we have ample evidence of death 
all around us, since everything is changing from moment to moment. A 
person wishing to ponder death need not go to a cemetery or a funeral 
home: death is occurring everywhere and at all times. Even the cells of 
our bodies are constantly being born and dying. All of us are inexorably 
moving toward physical death in every moment. Since every created thing 
is impermanent, everything we see, hear, touch, taste, love, despise, or 
desire is in the process of dying. There is nothing to hold onto, nothing 
that remains unchanged from moment to moment, and so anyone who 
tries to find happiness among transient, created things is doomed to dis¬ 
appointment. 

This transience is the reason why we are prone to discontent and suf- 
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fering, since everything we desire eventually breaks down, and we often 
have to put up with things that we find unpleasant. Impermanence is also 
essential for liberation, since the constantly changing nature of cyclic exis¬ 
tence makes progress possible. Every moment presents an opportunity to 
train the mind in the direction of awakening, and since there is no fixed 
element to personality, every person is always engaged in the process of 
becoming something else. We do, of course, tend to fall into patterns of 
behavior, and it is all too easy to become caught up in negative patterns, 
but since every moment is a rebirth, there is always an opportunity to ini¬ 
tiate change. A wise person, according to Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche, 
understands the imminence of death and plans ahead. 

Warned of a hurricane, we don’t wait until the storm pounds the 
shore before we start to prepare. Similarly, knowing death is loom¬ 
ing offshore, we shouldn’t wait until it overpowers us before devel¬ 
oping the meditation skills necessary to achieve the great potential of 
the mind at the moment of death. 3 

Each moment is said to give us a glimpse of the bardo (bar do, antara- 
bhavd), the intermediate state between death and rebirth, since every 
moment of mind passes away and is replaced by a successive moment. 
Reflection on one’s own mental processes graphically indicates the fleet¬ 
ing nature of consciousness: thoughts flow along in unending succession, 
each one giving way to its successor. Cognitions and emotions change in 
response to our experiences and perceptions, and even our most cherished 
ideas and aspirations are subject to change. Thus, for a person who has 
awareness of death, every moment becomes a lesson in death and imper¬ 
manence. 

Our dreams also provide an opportunity for mindfulness of death. In 
Tibetan Buddhist death literature it is said that at the moment of falling 
asleep one experiences an instant of clear light like the one that arises at 
the time of death. Moreover, the dream state is like the bardo, since in 
dreams one often conceives of oneself in a body and undergoes vivid expe¬ 
riences that are creations of mind, just as beings in the bardo do. Waking 
from a dream is similar to rebirth, since the illusory dream body passes 
away and we awaken to a new “reality. ” Because of these similarities, dream 
yoga is an important method for gaining control over the production of 
mental images, a skill that is extremely useful in the bardo. 4 
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How to Develop Mindfulness of Death 

A person wishing to develop mindfulness of death should first cultivate 
awareness of its inevitability. Everyone who has ever lived has died, and 
there is no reason to suppose that anyone presently alive will be able to 
escape the same fate. Even the buddhas, bodhisattvas, and Buddhist saints 
of the past have all died, and so it should be clear to a person who thinks 
on this that death awaits us all. 

This understanding should not result in passivity, resignation, or mor¬ 
bidity; rather, it should spur us to greater diligence in religious practice. 
Every moment should be viewed as infinitely precious, and we should 
make the utmost effort to use our time to the best advantage. 

After making this decision, the meditator considers the uncertainty of 
the time of death and decides that it might occur at any moment, which 
should lead to a resolve to begin practicing dharma immediately. Practice 
should not be put off until the future, but should begin right now. A per¬ 
son who thinks, “I’ll wait until the children are grown,” “After I finish this 
semester I’ll start meditating,” or “I just don’t have enough time right now” 
will probably never get around to meditation, and even if he does, prac¬ 
tice will most likely be half-hearted. A person who wishes to make real 
progress must feel a strong sense of urgency, like someone caught in a 
burning house looking for a way out. 

The next stage in this process is coming to understand that at the time 
of death only spiritual accomplishments will be of any worth. Material 
possessions, friends and relatives, worldly acclaim and power all vanish 
when life ends, leaving nothing behind. None of these can be carried over 
into the next existence. Moreover, one’s future birth will be determined by 
one’s actions in this life, and so one should resolve to practice meditation 
and other religious activities diligently. 

It is also important not to think that in one’s next lifetime one will not 
necessarily be born as a human. According to Buddhist teachings on 
rebirth, a human life is very rare, and it is much more likely that one will 
be born in some other situation, and if this happens one’s chances for 
becoming aware of the problems of cyclic existence and seeking a solution 
are greatly diminished. Humans are uniquely situated in cyclic existence: 
we are intelligent enough to recognize its problems and sufferings (unlike 
lower types of beings such as animals), and we are not so overwhelmed by 
either suffering or happiness that we are blinded to its realities. A person 
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who understands this situation should become keenly aware of death and 
resolve to “extract the essence” of the present life. 


Death Meditation: 

Exoteric and Esoteric Traditions 

Types and Causes of Death 

According to treatises on death, there are two kinds of death: untimely 
death, which is the result of violence or accidents; and death that is the 
result of the natural end of one’s lifespan. The latter occurs when the 
karmic predisposition that provided the impetus for the present life is 
exhausted. One can also die prematurely, through violence, accident, or 
through lack of the necessities of life, such as food and water. 

Untimely death may be averted through long-life meditations or reli¬ 
gious practices, but the second type is the inevitable result of one’s own 
karma, and so cannot be prevented. A person whose lifespan is exhausted 
is like a car that has run out of gas: it simply stops running, but in this case 
there is no possibility of refueling it, since its ability to sustain life is gone. 

According to the first Dalai Lama, the three causes of death are: (i) the 
end of one’s lifespan has been reached; (2) all positive, life-sustaining 
energy has been used up; or (3) all the karmic supports of life have been 
exhausted. 5 There are various techniques for counteracting each of these, 
but when all three are present, there is no way to overcome all of them, 
and a person in this situation should prepare for death. 6 Moreover, even if 
one does engage in practices to prolong life, this is at best a temporary 
measure, since everyone inevitably dies anyway. In order that one will not 
be unprepared when the time of death arrives, Buddhist teachers strongly 
emphasize the importance of immediately beginning to meditate on death. 

Using the Death Process to Advantage 

In both exoteric and esoteric traditions of Buddhism there are many tech¬ 
niques for developing awareness of death. A common exoteric practice 
involves visualizing corpses or skeletons and recognizing that these repre¬ 
sent the final fate of one’s own body. Meditators sometimes even go to 
cemeteries or cremation grounds in order to be confronted with the 
inevitability of death. 
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Another powerful technique for developing awareness of death involves 
visualizing oneself lying on one’s deathbed, with life slowly ebbing away. 
All one’s friends and relatives are gathered around, weeping and lament¬ 
ing, and one’s body progressively degenerates. The glow of life fades from 
the face, and the pallor of death replaces it. Breathing becomes shallow. 
The lips dry up, slime forms on the lips, and the body becomes like a lump 
of flesh, unable to move freely. Bodily temperature drops, eyesight, hear¬ 
ing, and other senses lose clarity, and one becomes aware of past negative 
deeds. 

These transgressions weigh heavily on a dying person, since they will 
negatively affect one’s future birth. One should think of how one will look 
around for help, but none will be possible. One is responsible for one’s 
own actions, and no outside force can intervene. Through cultivating this 
meditation one should develop a sense of urgency regarding religious prac¬ 
tice and a poignant awareness of death. 

The esoteric tantric systems also have techniques for death meditation. 
In these practices, death is portrayed as an opportunity for spiritual 
progress and not simply as a limiting condition that represents the termi¬ 
nation of life. One applies generation stage yogas to the death process, 
using the procedure of “taking the three bodies as the path.” This involves 
perceiving the clear light of death as the truth body, the bardo as the com¬ 
plete enjoyment body, and the rebirth process as the emanation body. 7 

In the first method, one realizes that the truth body is of the nature of 
one’s own mind, which is a union of clear light and emptiness. A person 
who successfully cultivates this understanding transforms the clear light 
nature of the mind into the truth body, thus quickly actualizing the state 
of buddhahood. 

Perceiving the bardo state as the complete enjoyment body involves tak¬ 
ing control of the bardo process. In this yoga one directs the manifesta¬ 
tions and contents of the visions of the bardo, rather than being helplessly 
moved along through the process. One learns that all perceptions are cre¬ 
ations of mind, and a person who becomes skilled in this practice devel¬ 
ops the conscious ability to direct the production of mental images. Most 
beings in the bardo are assaulted by strange and unnerving sights, sounds, 
and smells, but the experienced meditator understands that they are cre¬ 
ations of mind. After realizing this and learning to exercise control over 
the process of emanation, the meditator works at developing the level of 
skill necessary to visualize herself as a complete enjoyment body. 
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Perceiving the rebirth process as the emanation body is founded on 
the same principles as the previous two practices. In this technique the 
meditator develops awareness that a buddha’s ability to produce emana¬ 
tion bodies is an extension of the sort of control that advanced medita¬ 
tors gain in creating mental images that appear to be real but are 
produced from emptiness. The process of rebirth can be influenced by a 
person who attains the mental discipline required for advanced visuali¬ 
zation. Thus, one need not be thrown helplessly toward the next birth, 
and a yogi who becomes skilled in taking control over the rebirth process 
can develop the ability to determine the sort of life situation into which 
she will be born. 

The esoteric process of death meditation focuses on the “twenty-five 
coarse substances,” which are the constituents of an ordinary being. These 
include the five aggregates (form, feelings, discriminations, consciousness, 
and compositional factors), which form the nucleus of the psychophysi¬ 
cal personality, the four basic elements (earth, wind, fire, and water), the 
“twelve entrances” (objects of sight, hearing, touch, taste, and thought, 
together with the sense powers that enable us to perceive them), and the 
“five basic wisdoms” (basic mirrorlike wisdom, basic wisdom of equality, 
basic wisdom of accomplishment, basic wisdom of discrimination, and the 
basic wisdom of the sphere of reality; these are wisdoms that belong to a 
person who has not yet attained buddhahood). 

The basic mirrorlike wisdom is an ordinary consciousness that has 
many objects appearing to it simultaneously, in the way that objects appear 
in a mirror. The basic wisdom of equality is an ordinary consciousness 
that is aware of pleasure, pain, and neutral feeling as being of one nature. 
When one experiences this consciousness, one is no longer cognizant of 
the pleasure, pain, or neutral feelings that previously accompanied sensa¬ 
tions which gave rise to these feelings. The basic wisdom of analysis is an 
ordinary consciousness that recognizes the names of people who are dear 
to one. During the process of death this fades and vanishes, signaling one’s 
imminent detachment from things that had previously been viewed as 
important. The basic wisdom of accomplishment is a consciousness that 
is aware of ordinary activities and goals. As one’s life fades, this dimin¬ 
ishes and disappears, signaling that one is losing interest in worldly 
activities. The basic wisdom of the sphere of reality is the subtlest of these, 
and its passing indicates that attachments to one’s previous life have been 
cut off. 
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When a person dies naturally (that is, when death is not a result of a 
violent act or sudden accident), the various constituents of the psy¬ 
chophysical continuum begin to disintegrate. Initially the form aggregate 
and the basic mirrorlike wisdom begin to degenerate simultaneously, along 
with the earth element and the eye sense power. 8 Physically, the earth ele¬ 
ment dissolves into the water element. The external signs of this process 
include a noticeable decrease in vitality and a weakening of the body, 
which feels very heavy. The dying person’s eyes begin to blur, and it 
becomes increasingly difficult to move the limbs. These changes are appar¬ 
ent both to the dying person and to others. At the same time, the dying 
person perceives an inner sign, which is a miragelike appearance that seems 
to fill all of space. This is similar to the appearance of water in a desert 
mirage in the summer. As the Dalai Lama describes this process, 

The first stage is represented by the dissolution of the aggregate of 
forms. In rough terms, when the aggregate of forms begins to disin¬ 
tegrate, this means that the earth constituent is losing its force in the 
sense of becoming less capable of serving as a basis of consciousness. 
Simultaneously with this, the capacity of the water constituent in 
your body to serve as a basis for consciousness becomes more mani¬ 
fest; this process is called “dissolution of the earth constituent into 
the water constituent.” 9 

The second phase of the death process involves the degeneration of the 
feeling aggregate simultaneously with the basic wisdom of equality, 
together with the water element and the ear sense power. Physically the 
water element dissolves into the fire element, and then the fire element 
begins to weaken. The outer signs of this process are a loss of the ability 
to discriminate between pleasant and unpleasant sensations, a drying of 
the lips, a stopping of perspiration, and coagulation of blood and semen. 
One loses the ability to hear external sounds, and as an inner sign one per¬ 
ceives a smokelike appearance that seems to fill all of space. This appears 
like billowing smoke coming from a chimney. 

In the third stage, the discrimination aggregate dissolves simultaneously 
with the basic wisdom of discrimination, together with the fire element 
and the nose sense power. The wind element begins to dissipate. One loses 
the ability to understand what is being said, forgets even the names of par¬ 
ents, close friends, and relatives, and body temperature drops. One is 
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unable to digest food, and exhalation is strong while inhalation is weak, 
indicating that the vital force is leaving the body. The ability to distinguish 
smells fades, and as an inner sign the dying person perceives a subtle flame¬ 
like appearance that seems to fill all of space. 

The fourth stage involves the dissolution of the compositional factors 
aggregate, simultaneously with the basic wisdom of accomplishment, to¬ 
gether with the wind element and the tongue sense power. The outer signs 
are a complete failure of all physical abilities, loss of a sense of purpose, a 
dissolution of the greater and lesser bodily energies into the heart, a change 
of the color of the tongue from pink to bluish-gray, and a loss of the abil¬ 
ity to taste. The inner sign is a flickering light, like the light given off by 
an oil lamp. 

This is the point at which Western medicine considers a person to be 
dead, but according to Tibetan physiology and meditation theory, actual 
death has not yet occurred. Consciousness still inhabits the body, and until 
it departs one is not considered to be truly dead, although to all outward 
appearances this is the case. 

Signs of Death as Premonitions 

Just prior to death, there are certain physical signs that indicate the dying 
person’s most probable rebirth situation. If wind and mucus move in the 
left nostril at the time of death and physical warmth first withdraws from 
the area of the left eye, the dying person will probably be born as a human, 
unless something is done to reverse this tendency while in the bardo. If the 
dying person’s hands shake and he babbles incoherently, and if physical 
warmth first withdraws from the area of the right armpit, the dying per¬ 
son will likely be reborn as a demi-god. Those who make animal sounds 
with their mouths and whose body heat withdraws at night will generally 
be reborn as animals. If a dying person’s skin turns yellow and its glow 
fades, and if he feels hungry and emits semen, this is an indication of prob¬ 
able rebirth as a hungry ghost. Finally, when a dying person’s right leg 
shakes uncontrollably, his body heat exits from the sole of the right foot, 
and he simultaneously emits saliva, urine, and excrement, this indicates 
that rebirth in a hell realm is likely. 

The Dalai Lama states that the dying person’s previous actions and atti¬ 
tudes are the most important determining factor in rebirth, and the result 
of these actions can be seen in how one dies: 
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For those strongly involved in nonvirtuous actions, the warmth of 
the body withdraws first from the upper part of the body and then 
from other parts; whereas, for those strongly involved in virtuous 
actions, the warmth first withdraws from the feet. In both cases, the 
warmth finally gathers at the heart, from which the consciousness 
exits. Those particles of matter, of the combined semen and blood, 
into which the consciousness initially entered in the mother’s womb 
at the beginning of the life, become the centre of the heart; and from 
that very same point the consciousness ultimately departs at death. 10 

For a person who dies in a state of afflicted pride, consciousness exits 
through the opening of the ear and heat begins to leave in that area. This 
indicates that the dying person will probably become a malevolent spirit. 
If, however, one is able to die in a state of equanimity or positive feeling, 
this is a predictor of a pleasant rebirth. If just before death the illness appears 
to recede—and if the dying person can bring to mind clear thoughts of her 
guru and other religious teachers—this will positively influence the rebirth 
process. If the dying person successfully performs the appropriate medita¬ 
tions for the time of death, a sign of success is the disappearance of the yel¬ 
low fluid from the fontanel opening at the crown of the head, and 
consciousness departs from the body through that opening. One who 
accomplishes this will either go to a high rebirth or attain full awakening. 

In order to prepare for death and take full advantage of the opportuni¬ 
ties it offers, previous training is important. Whatever attitudes a person 
cultivates during life will most likely manifest themselves during the 
process of death. The Dalai Lama contends that when one is dying 

attitudes of long familiarity usually take precedence and direct the 
rebirth. For this same reason, strong attachment is generated for the 
self, since one fears that one’s self is becoming nonexistent. This 
attachment serves as the connecting link to the intermediate state 
between lives; the liking of a body, in turn, acts as a cause establish¬ 
ing the body of the intermediate being. 11 

The whole process of death and rebirth in ordinary beings is driven by 
past habits, attitudes, and actions. In order to avoid falling into the traps 
one finds along the way in the death process, prior preparation and train¬ 
ing are crucial. They help the dying person to recognize what is happen- 
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ing and to cultivate attitudes that will result in either a good rebirth or 
awakening. 

The Internal Process of Death According to Tantric Theory 

The bardo state has many pitfalls that trap the unwary and lead to future 
pain and suffering. Fortunately, there are ways to prepare for the dangers 
and increase one’s chances of being able to take advantage of the opportu¬ 
nities afforded by the bardo. Among the most effective of these are yogic 
practices that simulate the process of death. A person who becomes famil¬ 
iar with these is not shocked or terrified by what he experiences in the 
bardo, but rather recognizes everything as images created by the mind. A 
meditator who has developed proficiency in the yogic practices of the 
bardo is also less likely to become terrified by the process of physical and 
mental degeneration that precedes death. Understanding the stages of 
death and the physiological reasons that underlie them enhances one’s abil¬ 
ity to remain calm during the process, and this can also help one to rec¬ 
ognize the events of the bardo for what they are. 

The yogas of bardo preparation are based on simulating death. They are 
founded on the mystical physiology ofVajrayana that describes the human 
body in terms of winds—subtle energies that are the bases of various lev¬ 
els of consciousness—and channels through which the winds travel. 
According to this system, death is the result of the progressive collapse of 
the ability of the winds to act as supports for consciousness. When they 
are no longer able to perform this function, death occurs. 

According to tantric medical literature, there are five types of winds: (i) 
life-bearing wind, which resides in the heart area and which is responsible 
for inhalation and exhalation, burping, and spitting; (2) upward-moving 
wind, located in the chest, which operates in the throat and mouth and is 
responsible for speech, swallowing food and saliva, and also operates in the 
joints; (3) pervasive wind, residing at the crown of the head, which is 
responsible for pliancy, extending and contracting the limbs, and closing 
the mouth and eyes; (4) fire-dwelling wind, whose abode is the stomach, 
which moves throughout the internal organs and the channels in the 
limbs, and is responsible for digestion; and (5) downward-moving wind, 
which resides in the lower abdomen and moves throughout the womb or 
seminal vesicle, the urinary bladder, and the thighs, and which initiates 
and stops urination, defecation, and menstruation. 
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Certain meditative techniques of highest yoga tantra manipulate the 
movements of these winds and cause them to dissolve into the subtle life¬ 
bearing wind at the heart. This parallels a part of the death process and 
gives the yogi a measure of control over the winds and energy channels. 

There are seventy-two thousand channels, of which three are the most 
important for tantric yoga: (i) the central channel (rtsa dbu ma, avadhuti) 
in the center of the body; (2) the channel to the left of the central chan¬ 
nel {rtsa brkyangma, lalana)-, and (3) a channel to the right of the central 
channel {rtsa ro ma, rasand). The left and right channels wrap around the 
central one at the cakras, the most important of which are located at the 
top of the head, forehead, throat, heart, solar plexus, base of the spine, and 
sexual organ. They constrict the central channel and inhibit the move¬ 
ments of winds. When a person dies, the winds that are the bases of con¬ 
sciousness dissolve into the right and left channels. These then dissolve 
into the wind in the central channel, causing a loosening of the pressure 
exerted on the central channel by the right and left channels at the cakras. 
This allows a freer movement of wind in the central channel, which leads 
to the manifestation of subtle minds. 

These minds are always present, but are normally submerged beneath 
the coarser levels of consciousness; these coarser minds are what ordinary 
beings experience most of the time. When the restrictions are loosened, 
however, the more subtle minds manifest, which presents a valuable 
opportunity to work with them in a meditative context. Unfortunately, 
most people do not realize this opportunity for what it is, and instead 
people generally react with fear, since they feel that they are being anni¬ 
hilated. Practitioners of highest yoga tantra should recognize these sub¬ 
tle minds and understand that there is in fact no “I” that can be 
threatened with annihilation. Adepts can take advantage of the arising of 
the subtle minds and manipulate them in accordance with the goals of 
tantric practice. 

At each of the cakras are red and white “drops” {thig le, bindu), which 
are the bases for mental health. The white drops are more numerous at the 
top of the head, while the red drops are more common at the solar plexus. 
The origins of these drops are the white and red substances one inherits 
from one’s father and mother, respectively. At the time of conception, 
white matter from the father’s sperm and red matter from the mother form 
the nucleus of the zygote, and the matter one receives from them at con¬ 
ception resides at the heart in what is called the “indestructible drop,” 
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which is the size of a small pea. It is white at the top and red at the bot¬ 
tom, and it is called “indestructible” because it remains until death. The 
subtle life-sustaining winds reside in it, and when one dies all winds dis¬ 
solve into it. After it has absorbed all winds, the clear light of death 
becomes manifest. 

According to tantric theory, the residence of the mind is not the brain, 
but the heart. The mind abides in the indestructible drop at the heart 
cakra. There are two types of indestructible drop, one coarse and one sub¬ 
tle. The coarse drop is a coalescence of cells from the semen of the father 
and the ovum of the mother, and the subtle drop is a coalescence of sub¬ 
tle levels of consciousness and subtle physical energies. The coarse drop is 
“indestructible” because it endures throughout one’s life from the moment 
of conception until the final moment of physical death. The subtle drop 
is “indestructible” because it endures throughout all of one’s lives, from 
beginningless time into the future until the time of awakening, at which 
point one’s body is transformed into the perfect body of a buddha. 

When the vital energies that sustain life break down, the dying person 
experiences a reversal of the process of conception that initiated his life. 
According to Tibetan medical theory, during one’s life the cells that came 
from one’s father and the cells that came from one’s mother (both of which 
joined at conception) separate and subsequently reside in different parts 
of the body. The cells of the original sperm from one’s father are located 
at the cakra at the top of the head during one’s life, and the cells from the 
mother’s ovum are at the navel cakra. Throughout one’s life, these are kept 
separate by the vital energies in the body, particularly those in the central 
channel. As one’s energy fades, however, the vital energies are no longer 
sufficient to separate these two sets of cells, and they begin to move from 
the cakras where they were stored. 

The white cells of the father’s sperm move downward from the crown 
cakra through the central channel until they come to the heart. While they 
are moving, one experiences a vision of snowlike whiteness as they travel 
through the cakras. Then the cells of the mother’s ovum move upward 
toward the heart where the two types of cells meet. At this point the dying 
person has a vision of darkness similar to a sky that is completely covered 
with dark clouds. 

People who have not meditated in advance of this faint when the vision 
appears, but skilled meditators recognize what is happening and remain 
conscious. This is a particularly potent opportunity for meditative pro- 
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gress, since the grosser levels of mind are dropping away, making access to 
subtle consciousnesses easier. 

Physically, the body continues to degenerate, and eventually the heart 
gives a slight tremble, which signifies that consciousness has left the body. 
One experiences a vision of clear light that is like dawn breaking in a cloud¬ 
less sky. This is termed the “clear light of death,” and according to Tibetan 
medical literature this is the actual point of death. 

Ordinary people undergoing these changes are terrified. Tantric yogis, 
however, prepare for them during their lifetimes and simulate the process 
of death in meditation, and so they are untroubled by these experiences. 
A person who has practiced preparatory yogas and used them to gain con¬ 
trol over the mind can use the death process to great advantage, since it 
presents a tremendous opportunity for spiritual progress. 

The most important trainings involve gaining control over the vital 
energies and recognizing the subtler levels of consciousness. A meditator 
who becomes skilled in the practices of highest yoga tantra learns to 
influence the movements of subtle energies and gains access to the subtler 
levels of consciousness, and so when the coarse energies dissolve into the 
subtler ones and grosser levels of mind dissolve into the subtler ones, she 
is not surprised. One who has simulated this process during life is well pre¬ 
pared for death, and when the images and sensations of the bardo appear, 
she will recognize them as products of the mind, which can be influenced 
and manipulated in accordance with a yogi’s wishes in order to produce 
particular soteriological results. 

Influencing the Death Process 

A skilled tantric practitioner who takes control over the process of death 
is able to transform the subtle energies and consciousnesses into the bod¬ 
ies of a buddha. Consciousness is transmuted into the truth body, wisdom 
and energy into the complete enjoyment body, the clear light of death 
arises as the truth body, and the visions of the bardo are transformed into 
emanation bodies. 

An important part of this process is the recognition of subtle levels of 
mind. As the physical supports of life dissolve and the energies that sus¬ 
tained consciousness break down, the grosser levels of consciousness drop 
away and are replaced by more subtle ones. Each of these subtle minds is 
characterized by a particular type of light that distinguishes it. 
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The process of the dissolution of consciousness begins when the winds 
of the left and right channels above the heart enter the central channel at 
the top of the head. At this point one has a perception of light similar to 
that given off by a butter lamp. Now the mind begins to dissolve, and 
coarser levels of consciousness are sublated while progressively subtler ones 
become manifest. The winds in the right and left channels below the heart 
enter the central channel at the base of the spine. According to Yangjen 
Gaway Lodro, 

at the time of death all the winds in the seventy-two thousand chan¬ 
nels gather in the right and left channels. Then the winds in these 
two dissolve into the central channel. The winds in the upper and 
lower parts of the central channel finally dissolve into the indestruc¬ 
tible life-bearing wind at the heart. 12 

Conceptuality also dissolves and the “mind of white appearance” 
becomes manifest. The sign of this is an experience of a clear void filled 
with white light. At this point the mind is free from coarse conceptuality 
but retains some elements of dualistic thought. The Dalai Lama states that 

when the eighty conceptual thoughts together with the winds or 
energies that serve as their mounts dissolve, the internal sign is that 
a white appearance dawns; this is the mind of radiant white appear¬ 
ance. It is compared to a clear autumn sky filled with just moon¬ 
light. 13 

The mind of white appearance in turn dissolves into a subtler mind, the 
“mind of red increase.” This occurs when the upper and lower winds come 
together at the heart and the winds enter the drop at the heart. According 
to the Dalai Lama, this is “compared to a clear autumn sky filled with just 
reddish or orange sunlight.” 14 A yogi who abides in this state and recog¬ 
nizes the red light as a manifestation of mind can transmute it into the 
form of a complete enjoyment body buddha; if this does not occur, he 
moves on to the next phase. 

The mind of red increase now dissolves into the “mind of black near¬ 
attainment,” in which all one perceives is a void pervaded by blackness. 
The sign of this mind is a void filled with dense darkness, followed by a 
feeling of faintness. This occurs when all winds dissolve into the very sub- 
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tie life-sustaining wind in the indestructible drop at the heart. One then 
experiences a clear void that is free from the previous white, red, and black 
appearances and is referred to as “the mind of clear light.” The Dalai Lama 
states that the mind of clear light 

is called the fundamental mind because it is the root of all minds; in 
relation to it, all other minds are just adventitious. It is this mind that 
exists beginninglessly and continuously in each individual through 
each lifetime and into Buddhahood. 15 

When the mind of clear light manifests, one experiences it as a com¬ 
pletely nondualistic voidness. It is the subtlest and most fundamental level 
of consciousness. A person who is proficient in generation-stage yogas can 
take advantage of this extremely subtle level of mind and transmute the 
light into the truth body. 16 Yogis who successfully merge the clear light into 
the truth body instantaneously attain buddhahood and pass through the 
bardo. 


The Bardo Process 

In tantric physiology, the sign of actual death is not the cessation of inhala¬ 
tion or circulation of blood, but the appearance of the mind of clear light. 
People remain in this state of lucidity for three days, but most are so fright¬ 
ened by the strangeness of the experience that they lapse into unconscious¬ 
ness and pass through the period of the arising of the mind of clear light 
unaware of what is happening. At the end of this stage, external signs of 
death appear, such as pus or blood emerging from the nose and sexual 
organ. This indicates that consciousness has departed from the body, and 
only at this point should the corpse be disposed of. Before this time, con¬ 
sciousness is still in the body, and if it is handled violently, buried, or cre¬ 
mated, this could negatively influence the consciousness of the dying 
person, possibly resulting in a lower rebirth. 

Since the body and mind are no longer able to sustain life, this is the 
end of one’s life and the beginning of an interim existence in the bardo. 
After the clear light ceases, the previous process of manifestation of pro¬ 
gressively subtler minds is reversed, and one is born into the bardo. 

At this point one acquires a subtle body that accords with one’s future 
rebirth. If one is to be reborn as a human, one will have a bardo body that 
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is human in appearance; if one is to be reborn as an animal, one’s bardo 
body will resemble the type of animal one will become, and so forth. The 
bardo body is unhampered by physical restrictions and can travel wher¬ 
ever one wills and can pass through walls and other physical objects. This 
state can last from a moment up to seven days. If one either averts rebirth 
through yogic practice or is unable to locate a suitable rebirth situation, 
one undergoes a “small death” in which one experiences the death se¬ 
quence outlined earlier, but this time it happens very quickly. Then the 
rebirth process is repeated and one takes a second rebirth in the bardo, 
with a new bardo body. This can happen as many as seven times, making 
a total of forty-nine days in which one may be in the bardo. After this one 
must find a place of rebirth. 

According to highest yoga tantra meditation theory, the small death that 
occurs between bardos or immediately before taking rebirth is similar to 
the process of sleep, and so there are a variety of yogic practices that involve 
exerting control over the dream process, practices which are said to prepare 
one for the bardo. There are other states that living people experience which 
are similar to those of the death process and bardo, and these also are bases 
for tantric practices that help yogis to become familiar with and manipu¬ 
late subtle minds and energies in preparation for death. In particular, the 
states of increasing subtlety of the death process and increasing coarseness 
during rebirth are similar to what one undergoes during and after sleep, 
fainting, and orgasm, but these are only adumbrations of the full range of 
experiences of the bardo. Still, a person who learns to properly manifest 
and manipulate the subtle consciousnesses present in orgasm or dreams can 
gain valuable expertise in techniques that will be useful in the bardo state. 
When one experiences orgasm or sleep, coarser levels of consciousness drop 
away and are replaced by more subtle ones. Most people, of course, do not 
exercise any conscious control in these states, but tantric yogis learn to rec¬ 
ognize the manifestation of subtle minds and to use them as a basis for 
diminishing the power of conceptual thought and accessing the clear light 
nature of mind. The Dalai Lama advises practitioners that 

it is very important to identify your own basic mind, the mind of 
clear light. To realize the subtlest mind, the first step is realization of 
the nature of mind on the conventional level. With realization of the 
nature of mind you can concentrate on mind itself, gradually increas¬ 
ing the power of realization of the entity of consciousness. Through 
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that method, the mind can be controlled. The strength of control, in 
turn, helps to stop coarse minds, and once those are stopped, subtler 
minds will automatically manifest. If, before death, you can realize the 
subtle mind, this subtle mind can be transformed into wisdom—the 
strongest weapon to destroy ignorance and the suffering it induces. 17 

There are various methods for accomplishing this. Trainees of the high¬ 
est capacity who are prepared for the bardo and have developed proficiency 
in generation stage yogas can manifest the clear light of death as a tantric 
deity in accordance with a tantric system (Guhyasamaja or Cakrasamvara, 
for example). A person who accomplishes this bypasses the bardo alto¬ 
gether and arises in the form of a tantric deity, endowed with all the outer 
and inner signs of perfection. This is a result of previous successful simu¬ 
lation of the process of death and training in such practices as dream yoga 
and illusory body yogas. 18 A person who becomes adept in these practices 
realizes that all appearances are creations of mind and that mind itself is a 
union of clear luminosity and emptiness. The yogas of the bardo begin 
with this insight, and the meditator transforms the clear light nature of 
the mind into the fully awakened mind of a buddha and the vital energies 
into a buddha’s subtle body. 

Those who are not advanced enough to accomplish this but who have 
gained a measure of control over the vital energies have other options. If 
one is able to recognize the stages of the process of dissolution of vital ener¬ 
gies, when the twenty-five coarse elements dissolve and the clear light of 
death manifests, one can generate the clear light of death into the “clear 
light of the path,” thus making the nature of the mind indistinguishable 
from the path. This is called “merging the mother and son clear light.” 

Bardo Experiences 

Advanced tantric meditators recognize the dawning of the clear light of 
death for what it is and strive to take advantage of the opportunities it 
affords. Most people, however, are disoriented by the experience and fall 
into unconsciousness. Beings who fail to manipulate the clear light in 
accordance with generation stage yogas are drawn into the bardo, where a 
new set of opportunities and dangers awaits. 

Beings in the bardo are bombarded by strange and powerful sensations, 
and these have a profoundly disorienting effect on the mind. Bardo beings 
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hear loud sounds caused by the four elements—earth, water, fire, and 
wind. In the bardo all of one’s senses are functioning, and one hears a 
sound like a huge avalanche continually falling behind one, the sound of 
a massive blazing fire like a volcano, and the sound of a powerful storm. 
There are also bright and unnerving colors, smells, and tastes, all of which 
are products of one’s own mind, but which are no less real than ordinary 
perceptions; in fact, they have greater power and are more compelling than 
anything one experienced while alive. The combined effect of all these 
strange perceptions is a sense of disorientation, confusion, and despera¬ 
tion for beings who are unprepared for them. This in turn tends to lead to 
negative emotional responses, which then bring about a connection to 
one’s next birth. 

In addition to the powerful and confusing sights and sounds of the 
bardo, however, tantric deities also manifest as beings in the intermediate 
state. These deities, like the other perceptions, are products of mind, but 
also have tremendous power and can become bases for awakening for a 
person who recognizes them and responds appropriately. 19 

When the five elements dissolve and the coarser levels of consciousness 
progressively dissipate into more subtle ones, eventually all that remains is 
the fundamental innate mind of clear light. This manifests at the final stage 
of dissolution, called “spontaneous presence dissolving into primordial 
purity.” After this a pantheon of tantric deities appears, many of which are 
specific to the bardo. These deities can arise in vast numbers, even seem¬ 
ing to fill all of space. They are seen by everyone in the bardo, because 
everyone has the buddha nature, and everyone’s mind is of the nature of 
clear light, just like the mind of a buddha. Thus the deities of the bardo 
are merely manifestations of aspects of one’s own consciousness. Chokyi 
Nyima Rinpoche contends that 

all sentient beings are buddhas, but this fact is veiled by our tempo¬ 
rary obscurations. When these veils are removed, we are actual bud¬ 
dhas. When a gap occurs in our dualistic fixation during the process 
of death, then all these different manifestations of our buddha nature 
are experienced unveiled. 20 

Some of these manifest in peaceful forms, while others assume wrath¬ 
ful aspects. A person who recognizes the peaceful deities and successfully 
generates himself as one either manifests as a fully actualized complete 
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enjoyment body buddha or takes rebirth in the deity’s pure land, a place 
where conditions are optimal for meditative training. This is also true of 
one who sees the wrathful deities for what they are, and either practices 
generation stage yogas or responds to them with feelings of faith and devo¬ 
tion. This can lead to attainment of buddhahood or rebirth in a pure land, 
but a person who reacts negatively to the bardo deities creates harmful 
emotions that impel him toward rebirth. 

In addition to the images of deities, bardo beings are also confronted 
with five lights: white, blue, yellow, red, and green. For a person who is to 
be reborn in the lower realms, they appear to be malignant and unpleas¬ 
ant, but a person who will have a good rebirth sees them as the “five wis¬ 
dom lights of awakening.” One who successfully merges the mind with 
one of these lights manifests as a buddha or is reborn in a particular bud¬ 
dha land. A yogi who remains in the white light either experiences the 
“mirrorlike primordial wisdom” and emerges as Aksobhya, or is reborn in 
the central buddha land. One who remains in the blue light either gener¬ 
ates the “primordial wisdom of the sphere of reality” and emerges as Vairo- 
cana, or goes to the eastern buddha land. One who remains in the yellow 
light either transmutes the mind into the “primordial wisdom of equality” 
and generates herself as Ratnasambhava, or goes to the southern buddha 
land. Remaining in the red light either leads to actualization of the “pri¬ 
mordial wisdom of discrimination” and attainment of the state of 
Amitabha, or to rebirth in the western buddha land. A meditator who 
remains in the green light either attains the “primordial wisdom of accom¬ 
plishment” and the state of Amoghasiddhi, or goes to the northern bud¬ 
dha land. Longchenpa describes this as 

the attainment of full enlightenment at the primordial ground. This 
is the (method of) instant liberation by unifying (the primordial wis¬ 
dom) with the clarity of the intermediate state by recognizing the 
spontaneously present and unsearched for primordial wisdom of 
bliss, clarity, and no-thought, which has naturally arisen and has been 
naturally recognized when one gained experience in this crucial point 
of instant self-liberation in the past. 21 

This description of the intermediate state process indicates some of the 
potential advantages to be gained by those who prepare for it, recognize 
the experiences of the bardo as manifestations of mind, and successfully 
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transmute the clear light nature of the mind into the clear light of bud- 
dhahood. 

Westerners confronted by the descriptions of the bardo often wonder 
whether these perceptions are universal and are found across different cul¬ 
tures, or if they are specific to Tibetan Buddhists. It is reasonable that Bud¬ 
dhists who are confronted by strange sights and sounds while in the 
process of death would conceive them in terms of previously learned 
images and concepts, but what of non-Buddhists? Does everyone see Bud¬ 
dhist deities and symbols? According to a number ofTibetan teachers, the 
manifestations of the bardo are the same for everyone, but a person who 
has no familiarity with Buddhism will most likely not see Buddhist deities, 
and instead will only perceive the images of the bardo as random and con¬ 
fusing lights, forms, and sounds. According to Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, 

we cannot really say what non-practitioners experience at this point, 
but they certainly experience very colorful and intense forms that can 
be as big as Mount Sumeru, the enormous mythical mountain, or as 
minute as a sesame seed. Images are extremely brilliant and colors are 
overwhelmingly clear. Incredibly loud noises resound like one hun¬ 
dred thousand simultaneous thunderclaps. The light can be so bright 
that we feel like we are being completely perforated by light rays. If 
someone has practiced there is a great chance of success, but some¬ 
one who has absolutely no experience of Dharma practice might faint 
from sheer fright. 22 

Although non-Buddhists will probably not recognize the images of the 
intermediate state in the same way that a Buddhist will, the rules are still 
the same for both, and since a Buddhist is more likely to be familiar with 
the manifestations of the bardo and more likely to feel comfortable with 
both the peaceful and wrathful deities, he or she has a greater chance of tak¬ 
ing advantage of the opportunities afforded by this state. The process is the 
same for everyone, whether or not one actually knows what the rules are. 

Taking Rebirth 

According to Tibetan tradition, everyone who dies enters the intermedi¬ 
ate state, but the amount of time a person spends in the bardo varies: some 
move through it very quickly, while others take as long as forty-nine days. 
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The most common time for people who die natural deaths is seven days. 
After this period the dead person moves toward a life situation that is con¬ 
cordant with the karma of the past life. If a suitable life situation is not 
found—or if the deceased is able to forestall rebirth—then a “small death” 
occurs, and one is born again in the bardo. This may happen for as many 
as seven cycles, but most people exit the bardo before this. 

At the end of the bardo process, one is drawn toward a rebirth appro¬ 
priate to one’s future life situation. If one is to be reborn as a human, one 
will be attracted to human parents, if an animal to animal parents, and so 
forth. While still in a bardo body, one will become captivated by a partic¬ 
ular set of parents of the appropriate type who are in the act of copulat¬ 
ing. Seeing one’s future parents lying together, the bardo being is filled with 
desire. If it is to be reborn as a male, it feels strong attraction toward its 
future mother and hatred for its future father; if it is to be reborn as a 
female, it will feel desire for its future father and hatred toward its future 
mother. Experiencing an overwhelming sense of desire, it rushes toward 
the copulating partners, but its lust is so strong that it only sees the sexual 
organ of the person toward whom it is drawn. The bardo being also wishes 
to displace the other person; if it is to be reborn as a male, it wants to dis¬ 
place the father and copulate with the mother, and if it is to be a female, 
it wants to displace the mother and copulate with the father. Since a bardo 
body is unable to accomplish this, it feels a strong sense of anger and rage, 
which brings about the end of the bardo state and causes it to be reborn. 

The bardo being now enters the mother’s womb and begins a new life. 
When the father’s semen mingles with the mother’s ovum, consciousness 
enters the zygote that is produced. The Dalai Lama states that 

one is desirously attracted to one’s future birthplace, even if it is to 
be a hell. For instance, a butcher might see sheep in the distance as 
in a dream; upon his rushing there to kill them, the appearance would 
fade, causing him to become angry, whereupon the intermediate state 
would cease and his new life in a hell begin.... in the end, one rushes 
to the place of rebirth and, when one’s wish is not achieved, one gets 
angry, whereupon the intermediate state ceases and the new life 
begins. 23 

Ordinary beings rush heedlessly toward their own suffering, not realiz¬ 
ing the pitfalls their attitudes create for them. Feelings of desire, anger, 
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resentment, and the like create the connection between lives and are 
responsible for making the final move from the bardo state to a new life. 
As long as one has such mental afflictions, one will continue to be reborn 
helplessly, pushed along by past actions and dispositions. Until one breaks 
this vicious cycle, one is like a prisoner: there is some possibility for move¬ 
ment in many cases, but one is still trapped by one’s previous karma. 


Tibetan Rituals of Death and Dying 

In Tibetan Buddhist literature there are a variety of practices concerned 
with “caring for the dead” (rje ’dziri). These provide guidelines for how to 
prepare a person for death so that the death process will result either in a 
good rebirth or in liberation from cyclic existence. The state of mind of a 
dying person is vitally important in determining what sort of rebirth that 
person will have. If a person has strongly negative thoughts at the time of 
death—thoughts of anger, resentment, hatred, and so on—this can erase 
the effects of a lifetime of virtuous conduct and lead to a rebirth charac¬ 
terized by suffering. By contrast, a person who generates positive thoughts 
at the time of death can reverse a lifetime’s negativities and bring about a 
better rebirth. Of course, it is best to engage in religious practice through¬ 
out one’s life, since this sort of training is more likely to be effective at the 
time of death, but if one has failed to take advantage of life’s opportuni¬ 
ties, death presents a new range of possibilities. 

In addition to potential advantages, death also holds many pitfalls 
which must be carefully avoided. It is important to guard one’s thoughts 
at the time of death, since these have a strong effect on future rebirth. Even 
apparently innocuous thoughts and desires can have very negative conse¬ 
quences: for instance, a person who loses bodily warmth while dying might 
have a strong wish for heat, which can generate predispositions for rebirth 
in a hot hell. These feelings can make a very hot place seem attractive, and 
so the dying person may inadvertently end up in a place of extreme heat 
and suffer as a result. Similarly, a dying person might yearn for coolness 
or a drink of cool water, which could lead to rebirth in a cold hell. Any 
sort of desirous thought can have negative consequences, and a dying per¬ 
son should strive to avoid them and to focus the mind on religious images, 
concepts, and motivations. 

Dying persons should be helped to relax, since tension and discomfort 
can easily lead to negative emotions. In addition, surrounding the dying 
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person with religious images and chanting mantras and prayers into her 
ear can help turn the mind toward positive thoughts. Religious images are 
said to have a calming effect on the mind, and they prompt positive asso¬ 
ciations for devout Buddhists. 

Mantras of buddhas (such as om mani padme hum, the mantra of Ava- 
lokitesvara) are particularly effective, since they help either to create or 
strengthen a karmic link between the buddha invoked by the mantra and 
the dying person. They are even more powerful if the person to whom they 
are recited is a Buddhist with strong faith, since hearing them can spark 
feelings of devotion in the dying person’s mind, thus leading to more pos¬ 
itive thoughts. If a person is a religious practitioner who has a root lama, 
reciting the name mantra of the lama is particularly effective, since it 
should induce feelings of love and devotion toward the lama. A religious 
practitioner should see the lama as being inseparable from the buddha, 
and so hearing the name of the lama at the time of death should awaken 
strongly positive associations. 

After a person has died, there are still further opportunities to influence 
the course of her future rebirth. Giving a dead person’s possessions to the 
poor and needy leads to good karma, and any prayers that are said on 
behalf of the deceased can positively influence the bardo process. If her 
lama performs ceremonies on her behalf, this will be particularly power¬ 
ful because of the strong karmic connection that exists between a lama and 
a disciple. In addition, parents, siblings, friends, and relatives should offer 
prayers, since they also have strong links to the deceased. 

Tibetan Burial Practices 

In Tibetan communities, three methods of disposal of corpses are prac¬ 
ticed: (1) “sky burial”; (2) cremation; and (3) ground burial. The last is 
rarely performed, and the second is generally reserved for incarnate lamas 
or religious leaders who become recognized as spiritually advanced. The 
most common method of disposal of the dead is sky burial, which is a rit¬ 
ual that seems particularly strange to many Westerners. In this practice, 
the body of the deceased is cut up and offered to vultures as a final act of 
charity. 

There are cases in which people who die are buried, but this generally 
only happens when a person dies of a virulent disease (such as leprosy or 
smallpox), because the corpse is considered unfit for sky burial. Corpses 
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of people killed by weapons are often thrown into rivers. There are very 
good pragmatic reasons why Tibetans avoid burying people in the ground, 
apart from the Buddhist motivations of generosity involved in the sky bur¬ 
ial: the soil of Tibet is very rocky in many areas, making the digging of 
graves difficult, and the long winters of Tibet make burial impossible for 
much of the year in many places. Cremation is also not practical in much 
of Tibet due to the scarcity of wood, and so sky burial is a pragmatic solu¬ 
tion that also accords with Buddhist ideas of charity. 

The process of sky burial is handled by specialists called rogyapas (“body 
cutters”). An astrologer is generally consulted in order to determine the 
most auspicious time for disposal of the corpse. The deceased’s birth date 
and time of death are the primary determining factors. The astrologer also 
decides whether or not any special rituals are required before burial can 
safely take place. These are for the benefit of the deceased and his or her 
family, since a close relative’s death can threaten relatives. 

After all the rituals and ceremonies to help the deceased through the 
intermediate state have been performed, the rogyapas take the corpse to a 
place reserved for sky burial. Monks are hired to wash it and chant prayers 
for the benefit of the deceased. Washing the body is said to make it more 
attractive to vultures, and it is a bad omen if they refuse to eat its flesh. In 
order to make it more palatable, the corpse is washed in a tub made of 
iron, wood, or copper, filled with warm water scented with saffron, cam¬ 
phor, or other perfumes. Soap is generally not used, and after bathing the 
body is dried with a clean towel. 

The corpse is generally wrapped in a robe, except for the head, which 
is uncovered. It is carried on a palanquin (or sometimes a wooden table) 
borne by close friends and relatives. At dawn of the day determined by 
the astrologer, the body is carried to the burial ground. The sky burial 
usually takes place within a few days after the deceased is considered dead 
according to tantric medical theory. The corpse often has an initiation 
collar and a crown signifying the five meditation buddhas , 24 and each of 
the bearers and other helpers places a ceremonial silk scarf on the body. 
Incense is burned in the house where the deceased passed away as a way 
of purifying it. 

The burial process begins when a tantric master marks a mandala on 
the chest and stomach of the corpse, after which rogyapas cut across the 
chest with large knives in accordance with the master’s instructions. They 
then remove the internal organs and slice flesh from bone. Next the bones 
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are beaten with stone hammers and mixed with barley flour ( tsampa ) in 
order to make them more palatable to the vultures, which by this time 
have generally gathered in anticipation. 

The feeding of the birds usually takes place in an area of flat rock called 
a mandala. The rogyapas wait until a sufficient amount of flesh and bones 
has been prepared to feed all the vultures that appear (in order that they 
not begin fighting among themselves and thus cause each other injury). 
The corpse is tied down in order to prevent the vultures from carrying it 
off before this. Then the rogyapas begin tossing pieces of flesh into the 
mandala, where the vultures eagerly consume them. One rogyapa gener¬ 
ally has the task of keeping the hungry vultures at bay with a long rope, 
which he swings around in order to prevent them from entering the 
mandala until the proper time. 

When the flesh and bone have been disposed of, the tantric master takes 
the skull of the deceased and inserts a long needle into the “Brahma open¬ 
ing” at the top, allowing the consciousness to escape (if it has not already 
done so). Then the skull is smashed and the brains and skull are fed to the 
vultures. After the disposal of the corpse is complete, the house of the 
deceased is cleaned and the bricks on which the corpse rested are thrown 
into a river or taken far away. The house is then fumigated with incense, 
and often monks are brought in to chant the text of the Perfection of Wis¬ 
dom in 8,000 Lines. After this there are traditional ceremonies offered at 
regular intervals for the benefit of the deceased. 

The somewhat gruesome ceremony of sky burial is full of significance 
for Tibetan Buddhists, since it graphically illustrates the impermanence of 
human life and the certainty of death. Burials performed out in the open 
serve as a reminder to everyone that this is the final fate of all ordinary 
beings. This sort of funeral is more difficult to deny or avoid than those 
found in Western societies, and it is meant to wake people up to the immi¬ 
nence of death. In addition, it illustrates the cyclic nature of life, since the 
return of one’s body to the environment—something that Western mor¬ 
tuary practices try to hide—is enacted for all to see. A Buddhist watching 
this process should be moved toward thoughts of impermanence, uplifted 
by the final act of generosity of the deceased, and impelled to stronger 
effort in pursuit of awakening, since the burial process shows what 
inevitably comes to those who remain in cyclic existence. 
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Part Four 


The Orders of Tibetan 
Buddhism 




11: The Four Orders 


dherents of the four main orders of Tibetan Buddhism 
—Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, and Geluk—tend to empha¬ 
size the differences that distinguish them, but much more 
striking is how much they share in common. The follow¬ 
ing chapters contain short overviews of important events 
in the history of each order, synopses of the religious biographies of some 
major figures, their philosophical systems, and their distinctive meditative 
practices. 

Readers will see a number of themes recurring in these sections, such as 
the importance of overcoming attachment to the phenomena of cyclic 
existence and the idea that it is necessary for trainees to develop an atti¬ 
tude of sincere renunciation. Another important point of agreement lies 
in rules of monastic discipline: all orders of Tibetan Buddhism follow the 
vinaya of the Mula-Sarvastivada school, which has been the standard in 
Tibetan monasteries since the founding of the first monastic institution at 
Samye. In addition, they also share the same corpus of philosophical and 
liturgical texts imported from India, and all four orders present a path to 
awakening that incorporates practices of sutra and tantra systems. 

They also share some common assumptions about the doctrines and 
practices they inherited from India. It is generally agreed that the Buddha 
provided divergent dispensations for various types of trainees, and these 
have been codified by Tibetan doxographers, who categorize Buddha’s 
teachings in terms of three distinct vehicles—the Lesser Vehicle (Hina- 
yana), the Great Vehicle (Mahayana), and the Vajra Vehicle (Vajrayana)— 
each of which was intended to appeal to the spiritual capacities of 
particular groups. Hlnayana was presented to people intent on personal 
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salvation in which one transcends suffering and is liberated from cyclic 
existence. The audience of Mahayana teachings included trainees with the 
capacity to feel compassion for the sufferings of others who wished to seek 
awakening in order to help sentient beings overcome their sufferings. 
Vajrayana practitioners had a strong interest in the welfare of others, cou¬ 
pled with determination to attain awakening as quickly as possible, and 
the spiritual capacity to pursue the difficult practices of tantra. 

Indian Buddhism is also commonly divided by Tibetan exegetes of the 
four orders into four main schools of tenets—Great Exposition School, 
Sutra School, Mind Only School, and Middle Way School. Each of these 
is associated with particular teaching lineages, texts, doctrines, and prac¬ 
tices, and all are thought to have value for particular people and in partic¬ 
ular contexts . 1 Moreover, although the classification scheme is a 
hierarchical one, none of the practices and doctrines is disparaged, since 
all are thought to have been taught by Buddha and to be conducive to spir¬ 
itual progress. As a result, all four orders of Tibetan Buddhism incorpo¬ 
rate elements of the three vehicles and the four tenet systems in their 
philosophical systems and meditative practices. Their curriculums reflect 
this eclectic approach, and students in Tibetan monastic schools generally 
study a wide range of Buddhist texts and learn the tenets of the four Indian 
philosophical schools, along with the practices and teachings of the three 
vehicles. 

All four Tibetan orders agree on the basic outline of the path to be fol¬ 
lowed to escape from cyclic existence and the sorts of practices that one 
should adopt. All share a Mahayana orientation, and so they agree that the 
path begins with the generation of the mind of awakening and progresses 
through the bodhisattva levels, during which one cultivates the six (or ten) 
perfections. It is assumed by members of the four orders that Vajrayana is 
the supreme of all Buddhist paths, although there are differences between 
them regarding which tantras they favor and which lineages they follow. 
The Nyingma order, for instance, emphasizes the “great perfection” ( rdzogs 
chen; pronounced “dzogchen”), and its tan trie practices are mainly based 
on the so-called “Old Tantras” (such as the Secret Basic Essence Tantra ) and 
on instructions found in “hidden treasures” (gter ma; pronounced 
“terma”). The Kagyupas emphasize the mahamudra system inherited from 
the Indian master Tilopa, and its tantric practices are mainly derived from 
the Guhyasamdja Tantra and the Cakrasamvara Tantra. The Gelukpa sys¬ 
tem of tantric theory and practice is based on the Guhyasamdja Tantra, the 
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Cakrasamvara Tantra, and the Kdlacakra Tantra. The Sakyapas favor the 
Hevajra Tantra, which is the basis of their “path and fruit” (lam ’bras; pro¬ 
nounced “lamdre”) system . 2 

Each order traces its lineage to particular Indian masters. There are dis¬ 
tinctive differences in their actual tantric practices, but despite these dif¬ 
ferences there are many points of commonality. This has been noted by 
the Dalai Lama, who states that the philosophical view of all orders is that 
of the Middle Way School of Nagarjuna, and in terms of practice all fol¬ 
low the program ofMahayana (which he refers to as the “bodhisattva vehi¬ 
cle”). In addition, their paths and tenets incorporate the systems of the 
sutras and tantras in their entirety, and so he concludes that all of them 
are equally effective programs for bringing sentient beings to liberation. 

In Tibet, due to differences in the time of translation of texts from 
India and the development of lineages formed by particular teachers, 
eight distinct schools of Buddhism arose. Nowadays, four are widely 
known, Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu, and Gelugpa. From the point of 
view of their tenets, they are all Madhyamika. From the point of view 
of their vehicle, they are all of the Bodhisattvayana. In addition, these 
four schools are all complete systems of unified Sutra and Tantra 
practice, each having the techniques and quintessential instructions 
necessary for a person to achieve Buddhahood within one lifetime. 
Yet each has its own distinguishing features of instruction . 3 

If one compares the four orders of Tibetan Buddhism to Theravada 
Buddhism, or to Chinese, Japanese, or Korean schools, the disparities are 
more pronounced. This is a result of important differences in their respec¬ 
tive histories of transmission of Buddhism, and the style of practice and 
teaching in each country is reflective of this history, as well as cultural and 
linguistic factors and subsequent political and religious developments. 

Tibetan Buddhists share a common heritage that came to them from 
the great scholastic institutions of northern India during the period of the 
dissemination of Buddhism to Tibet and the siddha lineages that mainly 
centered in Bihar and Bengal, combined with cultural factors that influ¬ 
enced later developments. At the time of the early transmission of Bud¬ 
dhism to Tibet, the philosophical views of Nagarjuna and the Madhyamaka 
school were dominant, and one finds that all four orders of Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism hold this to be the supreme of all philosophical views. In terms of 
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practice, many of the influential masters who came to Tibet viewed 
Vajrayana as the supreme of all Buddhist teachings and practices, and so 
it is not surprising that Tibetan Buddhism also regards it in this way. 

This is not the case in other Buddhist traditions. In Theravada coun¬ 
tries, for example, tantric practices and techniques were introduced and 
enjoyed brief popularity in some areas, but were eventually eclipsed. In 
China Vajrayana was influential during the seventh and eighth centuries, 
but was later absorbed into other traditions. During this time Japanese 
monks (most famously Kukai and Saicho) traveled to China and brought 
back tantric lineages, but the Shingon school founded by Kukai is today 
one of the smallest orders in Japan, and the Tendai school incorporates 
tantric practices as part of an eclectic range of influences. In Japan, tantric 
schools tend to emphasize rituals and ceremonies, and not the distinctive 
yogas of highest yoga tantra, which are the central Vajrayana practices in 
Tibetan Buddhism. 

In Tibet, the dominant form of religious practice is the tantric Bud¬ 
dhism inherited from India, and there is also a high degree of compatibil¬ 
ity in the philosophical views of the four orders. Particularly important is 
their agreement on the nature of the mind, since mental training is the 
focus of the Buddhist path as practiced in Tibet. All four orders agree that 
the mind is of the nature of clear light. All posit various levels of conscious¬ 
ness that are differentiated in terms of relative coarseness or subtlety, and 
all agree that the most subtle and basic level of mind is of the nature of 
pure luminosity and emptiness. They have different terms for it and dif¬ 
ferent ways of realizing it, but, as the Dalai Lama states, 

this innate fundamental mind of clear light is emphasized equally in 
the Highest Yoga Tantra systems of the New Translation Schools 4 and 
in the Nying-ma system of the Great Perfection and is the proper 
place of comparison of the old and new schools . 5 

Teachers of the four orders also agree on the role of the mind in perpet¬ 
uating cyclic existence and in the attainment of liberation. All teach that 
the ordinary mind acts under the influence of afflictive emotions and mis¬ 
conceptions. These cause people to engage in negative deeds, which then 
rebound on those who commit them. The process is maintained by the 
nature of the mind itself, which tends to repeat patterns of behavior with 
which it is familiar. So if one regularly falls into anger, for example, one 
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becomes progressively more habituated to this emotion, and it becomes 
easier to generate angry thoughts. By contrast, if one trains in compassion 
and love, one will become progressively habituated to them and manifest 
them spontaneously. 

In the practices of highest yoga tantra that are found in the New Trans¬ 
lation orders, one cultivates the awareness that the mind is of a nature of 
luminosity and bliss and that all mental defilements are adventitious and 
not a part of the nature of mind. The same is true of the dzogchen system 
(the supreme teaching in the Nyingma order), which takes this insight as 
the key element of its program of meditative training. In both systems, 
one learns to view phenomena as the creative sport of mind, and thoughts 
are perceived as arising from emptiness and again merging into emptiness. 
The Dalai Lama contends that all four orders train in this insight, and that 

if one can cause all these phenomena to appear as the sport of the 
basic mind within not deviating from the sphere of that mind, one 
does not come under the influence of conventional conceptions. 
When we identify our own basic entity ourselves and directly ascer¬ 
tain its meaning continuously and forever in meditative equipoise, 
then even though acting in the world, we are Buddhas . 6 

As the brief overviews presented in the following chapters will indicate, 
this sums up the core meditative practices of all four orders ofTibetan Bud¬ 
dhism. Each has its own distinctive ways of leading trainees toward bud- 
dhahood, and each has developed characteristic styles and terminology, 
but all of them share fundamental assumptions about the path and about 
Buddhist doctrine. More importantly, as the Dalai Lama argues, all can 
demonstrate that their methods have succeeded in producing outstanding 
meditators who embody the highest ideals of Tibetan Buddhism and 
whose lives and teachings stand as testaments to the effectiveness of the 
systems of each of the four orders. 

The Nonsectarian Movement 

In spite of the many similarities in view and practice among the traditions 
of Tibetan Buddhism, sectarian controversy has been a recurring feature 
in Tibet since earliest times. Every order has produced scathing attacks on 
its perceived rivals, and the history ofTibetan Buddhism is marked by oral 
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debates between competing groups as well as persecutions and factional 
wars. In the late nineteenth century, several prominent lamas in eastern 
Tibet began a countermovement, commonly referred to as “Nonsectarian” 
(Ris med, pronounced “Rime”). It was a direct challenge to the scholastic 
approach of the Gelukpa order, whose educational system mainly relies on 
textbooks ( yigcha ) that summarize key philosophical and doctrinal points. 
The definitions ( mtshan nyid) they contain are derived from Indian “root 
texts”; these are memorized by students and form the basis of their cur¬ 
riculum and examinations. 

The Nonsectarian lamas, by contrast, required their students to study 
Indian sutras and philosophical texts, and much of the Nonsectarian lit¬ 
erature consists of original commentaries on them. The philosophical basis 
of most Nonsectarian lamas is the “other-emptiness” (gzhan stonf) view, 
which posits a self-existent ultimate reality that can only be understood by 
direct meditative perception. Another important aspect of Rime is the 
vision of the great perfection developed by the “treasure discoverer” (gter 
stori) Jikme Lingpa (1730-1798). His revelation of the Heart Essence of 
Longchenpa cycle of practice is one of the foundational sources of the 
movement. 

His reincarnation Jamyang Khyentse Ongbo (1820-1892) became one 
of the leading figures in the Nonsectarian movement. Like other Nonsec¬ 
tarian lamas, he advocated a universalist approach to Buddhist teachings, 
according to which all were said to have value for particular practitioners. 
Students were encouraged to study extensively in various traditions, and 
as Gene Smith has pointed out, one of the key features of the movement 
was an encyclopedic orientation. 7 Nonsectarian lamas produced a number 
of compendia of Buddhist learning, most notably Jamgon Kongtriil’s 
(1813-1899) Compendium of All Knowledge. Unlike some scholars of his 
time, who focused on certain works they regarded as normative and re¬ 
jected others, Kongtriil and his students traveled throughout Tibet search¬ 
ing for texts, initiations, and oral lineages—both those that were widely 
popular and others that were obscure and local—and brought them 
together in huge collections. Contrary to those who claimed that one 
approach was superior to all others, they sought to make available as many 
teachings and practices as possible so that students could choose those that 
were most effective. Their sources were not limited to religious or philo¬ 
sophical texts, and they incorporated folk traditions and popular litera¬ 
ture, including such classics as the Epic ofGesar ofLmg} 
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By contrast, the Gelukpa scholars of the time tended to reiterate the 
paradigms that had been handed down to them and to engage in rote and 
unoriginal scholarship. There were some notable and original scholars 
among the Gelukpas, but the main monasteries of the order were gener¬ 
ally bastions of dogmatic conservatism, and authors of the time mainly 
composed textbooks that elaborated on definitions and debates found in 
earlier texts. Many of these laid out possible debates and counterargu¬ 
ments in great detail, and these were memorized by students. They pro¬ 
vided set refutations against potential opponents, and so students learned 
to simply identify a mistaken view and apply the appropriate label rather 
than examining philosophical positions on their own merits. The Rime 
masters, however, urged their students to look at the Indie root texts and 
to take in the oral instructions of a variety of teachers in order to become 
acquainted with a range of perspectives. The emphasis was on direct 
understanding rather than repetition of established “correct” positions. 

The Gelukpa tradition following Tsong Khapa sought to sift through 
texts, doctrines, practices, and opinions and discern the most philosoph¬ 
ically cogent or normative ones. These were encoded in set definitions and 
debates, which were memorized by students. The Nonsectarian lamas took 
an eclectic approach that valued the multitude of tantric practices and lin¬ 
eages as suited to the proclivities of certain practitioners. Thus Jamyang 
Khyentse Ongbo—a Sakya lama who also practiced the Nyingma great 
perfection—and Jamgon Kongtriil, a Kagyupa, gathered tantric lineages 
from Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyyu, Kadam, Jonang, and other sources. 
Kongtriil and his students compiled them in large collections. When the 
texts, empowerments, and oral instructions from various sources had been 
incorporated in one individual, he or she could then pass on the whole 
range of what they had received to students. 5 

The Nonsectarian masters took a similarly open approach to religious 
practice. Many of the main figures of the tradition were nonmonastics, 
and some of the treatises associated with the movement disparage monks 
as plodding dogmatists of limited intelligence. Some Nonsectarian lamas 
moved between the state of ordination and that of lay tan tries (sngags pa), 
but others maintained monastic vows throughout their lives. The general 
attitude of Rime practitioners was one that recognized the potential value 
of different modes of practice and lifestyles and that refused to categori¬ 
cally regard one as superior to another in all circumstances. 

In keeping with its nondogmatic approach, the Nonsectarian move- 
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ment was not a distinct school with fixed doctrines, nor did it create a dis¬ 
tinctive monastic order with its own institutions. Instead, its proponents 
maintained allegiance to their own lineages, but adopted elements from 
the various Buddhist traditions available to them. No one approach to 
Buddhist doctrine and practice was dogmatically asserted, and the essence 
of the movement was an openness to different approaches. 

Like Jikme Lingpa, many of the great Rime masters came from nonar- 
istocratic backgrounds, and generally shunned institutional Buddhism. 
Because of the emphasis on lineage, there is generally a particularly close 
bond between lamas and students. Retreats are a core element of the tra¬ 
dition, and students are often guided by their teachers for extended peri¬ 
ods of practice in solitude. The literature of Rime emphasizes the beneficial 
results of long retreats and the importance of regular engagement in soli¬ 
tary meditation. Not surprisingly given this emphasis, biographies of the 
luminaries of the tradition emphasize visions, trances, revelations, and oral 
instructions. Many of the prominent Nonsectarian lamas were also treas¬ 
ure-discoverers, and disclosures of new “hidden treasures” are an impor¬ 
tant aspect of its history. 

Most contemporary lamas of the non-Gelukpa traditions are directly 
influenced by this important movement, and many of its practices have 
also found their way into the Gelukpa order. One key difference between 
Nonsectarian traditions and the Gelukpas is the doctrine of other-empti¬ 
ness, which is a cornerstone of most Rime practice, but is staunchly re¬ 
jected by the Gelukpas. (Not all Rime masters hold to this view, however; 
Mipam is a prominent example of a Rime lama who adhered to the self¬ 
emptiness view.) 


Other-Emptiness 

As we have seen, the doctrine of emptiness figures prominently in Indian 
and Tibetan Buddhist thought. Questions regarding how emptiness 
should be interpreted have been a major source of debate between the var¬ 
ious orders of Tibetan Buddhism, and they continue to generate contro¬ 
versy today. 

The two most influential factions advocate respectively the doctrines of 
“other-emptiness” {gzhan stong, pronounced “shendong”) and “self-empti¬ 
ness” ( rangstong, pronounced “rangdong”). The latter position is held by 
the Gelukpa order, which follows the interpretation of Madhyamaka 
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developed byTsong Khapa. He contended that emptiness is a “nonaffirm¬ 
ing negative,” meaning that it is simply a radical denial of inherent exis¬ 
tence {rang bzhin, svabhdvri), a quality falsely attributed to phenomena by 
ordinary beings. From the perspective of an ignorant consciousness, phe¬ 
nomena appear to exist by themselves and are not viewed as composites of 
smaller parts created by causes and conditions and subject to decay, and 
persons appear to possess enduring selves that are independent of the vicis¬ 
situdes of birth, death, and change. The Gelukpas deny that there is any 
enduring substance and hold that all phenomena are collections of parts 
that are constantly changing due to the influence of causes and conditions. 

According to the other-emptiness interpretation, emptiness is the ulti¬ 
mate truth and is conceived as a self-existent, unchanging reality that per¬ 
vades all phenomena. It is empty of what is other than itself—that is, the 
mistaken perceptions attributed to it by deluded beings. 10 But it is not void 
of itself, since it is the final nature of all phenomena. The emptiness of the 
Gelukpas is said to be “dead emptiness” ( bem stong) because it would be a 
state devoid of any qualities. Proponents of other-emptiness claim that it 
is in fact the repository of all the qualities of buddhahood and is inherent 
in all beings. It cannot be known by logic or conceptuality, and is only 
realized by advanced yogis through direct, nonconceptual insight. The 
Gelukpas denounce this position as an attempt to reify the Absolute and 
smuggle Indian substantialist notions into Buddhism. 

One of the key debates between the Gelukpas and their opponents who 
advocate the “other-emptiness” position concerns how the doctrine of the 
“womb of the tathdgata (de bzhin gzhegs pa’i snyingpo, tathdgata-garbha ) 
should be understood. This notion, found in some Indian Buddhist texts, 
holds that all sentient beings have the potential to become buddhas. Advo¬ 
cates of other-emptiness conceive of this potential as a positive, self-exis¬ 
tent essence that pervades all existence and is made manifest through 
meditative training, but is not created by it. 

Buddhahood is the basic nature of mind, and it is subtle, ineffable, and 
beyond the grasp of conceptual thought. It cannot be described in words, 
and can only be understood through direct experience. According to this 
position, all phenomena are of the nature of mind, which is a union of 
luminosity and emptiness. They have no substantial existence, and merely 
exist within the continuum of mind. Initiations by Rime masters—par¬ 
ticularly those who belong to the Nyingma and Kagyu orders, which 
emphasize the formless meditations of the great completion ( dzogchen ) 
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and great seal ( mahamudra) respectively—commonly feature oral instruc¬ 
tions in which lamas “point out the nature of mind” to students, who are 
then instructed to cultivate a direct apprehension of this reality themselves. 
Those who succeed in grasping the nature of mind and perceiving all phe¬ 
nomena as emanations of luminosity and emptiness are able to attain bud- 
dhahood in a single instant of awakening. 

The Gelukpas follow the Indian gradualist tradition, which holds that 
the path to buddhahood consists in progressively perfecting the matrix of 
good qualities that characterize awakened beings. This is accomplished 
during many lifetimes of arduous training, during which meditators fol¬ 
low a step-by-step approach and progressively rid themselves of negative 
propensities while simultaneously acquiring deeper insight and qualities 
like generosity, ethics, and patience, which they did not have when they 
began the path. According to this interpretation, tathagata-garbha should 
be understood as being equivalent to emptiness, conceived as a nonaffirm¬ 
ing negative. It is another way of expressing the idea that beings lack any 
enduring essence, and so they have the ability to effect changes in their 
psychophysical continuums. If they choose to follow the Buddhist path, 
they can move toward buddhahood because there is no self, soul, or essence 
that endures from moment to moment. 


Notes 
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Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom, 1983), pp. 305-697, and 
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favors practices associated with Avalokitesvara, Manjus'ri, Vajrapani, Green and White 
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same buddha, each of which is manifested with a particular skin color. 
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ental and African Studies, 1989) and S.K. Hookham, The Buddha Within (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1991). 




12: NYINGMA 


History and Doctrines 


T he Nyingma order has the longest established history 
of transmission of all of the four major traditions of 
Tibetan Buddhism. This is reflected in the name Nyingma 
(rNying ma ), which literally means “Old Order.” The 
other three main schools of Tibetan Buddhism—Sakya, 
Kagyu, and Geluk—are collectively referred to as Sarma (gSar ma), or 
“New Orders,” because they rely on the Tibetan translations of Indian 
Buddhist texts that were prepared under the system established during the 
period of the second dissemination of Buddhism into Tibet. 

Nyingma primarily relies on the old translations, particularly of tantric 
texts, and its Tibetan origins are traced to Buddhist pioneers of the time 
of KingTri Songdetsen. Because of this, it is also called the “Old Transla¬ 
tion Order” (sNga ’gyur). This school’s preference for the early translations 
is due to the feeling of many Nyingma teachers that although the newer 
translations are often more technically polished, the early translations were 
prepared by realized masters whose own spiritual attainments guided their 
work. Thus, these editions are thought to more closely capture the spirit 
of the Indian texts than the later ones, which are not as reliable because 
their authors were more concerned with technical accuracy than with 
transmitting the spirit of the awakened experience of the Indian masters 
who revealed or composed the texts. 

According to Nyingma lineage histories, the original teacher of the doc¬ 
trines that came to be associated with the Old Order was Samantabhadra 
(Giintu Sangpo), who is the “primordial buddha” (dangpo’i sang rgyas, adi- 
buddha ) and who embodies the truth body of all buddhas. In discussing 
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the place of Samantabhadra in the Nyingma tradition, Dudjom Rinpoche 
indicates that this buddha is 

the teacher in whom both samsara and nirvana are indivisible, the 
antecedent of all, who holds sway over existence and quiescence in 
their entirety, and who is the expanse of reality and the nucleus of the 
sugata [buddha]. Thus buddhahood is attained in the naturally pres¬ 
ent pristine cognition, without thoughts of the three times, begin¬ 
ning, middle, and end, or of all else that can be known. 1 

Nyingma also identifies Vajradhara (an emanation of Samantabhadra) 2 
and the buddhas of the five buddha families as the original promulgators 
of many of its teachings and practices. 3 These are complete enjoyment 
bodies, whose teachings are primarily adapted to the cognitive capacities 
of very advanced practitioners. 

In addition to these exalted figures, this lineage also has a succession of 
distinguished human teachers, the most important of whom is Padmasam- 
bhava, the north Indian tantric yogi who according to traditional histo¬ 
ries was instrumental in the introduction of Buddhism into Tibet. Because 
of their strong links to Padmasambhava—as well as other eminent first dis¬ 
semination teachers like Vimalamitra, Vairocana and Santaraksita—the 
Nyingmapas feel that their lineage represents the most authentic and com¬ 
plete teachings of the early masters who brought Buddhism to the Land 
of Snows. 


Lineages of Translations and Texts 

Nyingmapas trace the beginning of their translation lineage to Samye, the 
first monastic center in Tibet. According to traditional histories, over one 
hundred scholars and translators congregated there in order to translate 
the sutras and tantras. The tantric master Buddhaguhya is said to have 
trained two of the most important of these, Be Jambel and Drenka Mukti, 
at his hermitage on Mt. Kailash. Buddhaguhya had been invited to Tibet 
during the time of KingTri Detsuktsen (r. 710-755), but instead opted to 
instruct disciples who then returned to Tibet with his teachings, which 
they used to guide their translations. 

Nyingma tradition contains a complex array of intersecting lineages, 
including lineages of transmission of vinaya teachings and practices, 
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sutras, tantras, “hidden treasures” ( terma ), and so on. Of crucial impor¬ 
tance for Nyingma masters is the “teaching” (bka md) tradition, which 
begins with Samantabhadra and consists of doctrines, texts, practices, rit¬ 
uals, and realizations that have been passed on from master to disciple in 
an unbroken chain. It is divided into three main groups: (1) apparitional 
(sgyu) , which consists of the eighteen tan trie cycles of great yoga ( rnal ’by or 
chen po, mahayogd), and for which the primary text is the Secret Basic 
Essence Tantra; (2) sutra ( mdo ), which includes the subsequent yoga (rjes 
su rnal ’byor, anuyoga ) practices and realizations, and for which the pri¬ 
mary text is the Collection Sutra; and (3) mind ( sems ), which includes the 
teachings of the great perfection. 

All of these systems originate with Samantabhadra. As the primordial 
buddha, Samantabhadra embodies the essence of the awakened mind of 
all buddhas. He skillfully and spontaneously emanates teachings through¬ 
out all of space in ways that are appropriate to the spiritual capacities of 
sentient beings. He radiates a fivefold light that emanates from the sphere 
of reality (chos nyid, dharmata) that represents a mandala that is found 
throughout all aspects of space and time. He effortlessly disseminates 
teachings, which are entrusted to “knowledge bearers” ( rigs ’dzin, vidya- 
dhara), who pass on those that are appropriate to particular disciples. Ini¬ 
tially they are imparted to Dorje Chorap, the knowledge bearer of the 
complete enjoyment body realm. He gives them to the dakini Legi Wang- 
moche and to Vajrasattva. These beings in turn instruct human adepts. 

Transmission of the Teaching Tradition 

Vajrasattva is credited with transmitting the teaching tradition to Garap 
Dorje (b. 55 c.e.), the first human teacher in this tradition. 4 Garap Dorje 
is an emanation body, and according to tradition he had three visions of 
Vajrasattva in which he received teachings. He perfectly penetrated their 
meaning, and then passed them on to Jambel She Nyen in the area of 
Trashi Trigo in China. Jambel She Nyen taught them to his student Sri 
Simha (b. 289 C.e.), who in turn gave them to Vimalamitra in the crema¬ 
tion ground of Sitavana and to Jnanasutra in Trashi Trigo. According to 
tradition, after they had completed their transmission of the teachings, 
Garap Dorje, Jambel She Nyen, Sri Simha, and Jnanasutra transformed 
into bodies of light and disappeared without leaving a trace behind. 

Vimalamitra continued the process of diffusion. Bom in western India, 
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he received a comprehensive education in Hinayana and Mahayana doc¬ 
trines and studied with a number of teachers. After completing studies of 
sutra, vinaya, and abhidharma, he began his education in tantra with Bud- 
dhaguhya. He later traveled to China to learn from Sri Simha, with whom 
he studied for nine years. He received teaching in the inner, outer, and 
secret cycles of dzogchen. He later traveled widely, eventually coming to 
Oddiyana, where he taught King Indrabodhi. While in residence in 
Oddiyana, a delegation sent by King Tri Songdetsen of Tibet arrived to 
invite him to spread the dharma in the Land of Snows. The delegation 
consisted of Gawa Beltsek, Chokro Lugyeltsen, Ma Rinchen Chok, and 
other notable figures. They presented him with golden statues and gold 
dust, and he agreed to their request, despite King Indrabodhi’s objections. 
According to traditional accounts, that night people across India dreamed 
that the sun, moon, trees, and crops were leaning toward Tibet, signifying 
that Yimalamitra’s departure was a great loss for India. 

When he arrived in Samye, he was greeted by Tri Songdetsen, but the 
inauspicious signs accompanying his departure proved prophetic. Some of 
the king’s ministers, jealous of Vimalamitra’s stature, spread rumors that 
he was merely a black magician, which began to undermine the king’s 
confidence in him. Vimalamitra silenced his critics with an act that demon¬ 
strated his yogic powers: sitting in meditation in the central courtyard of 
Samye, he uttered a powerful mantra that shattered a statue of Vairocana. 
The ministers thought that this confirmed their misgivings about him, but 
then he restored the fragments into a more beautiful image of Vairocana. 
Radiant beams of light issued from the statue, filling the entire monastery, 
which allayed all doubts concerning Vimalamitra’s character. 

Tri Songdetsen recognized that Vimalamitra was a tantric master of a 
high level of spiritual attainment, and under the king’s patronage he soon 
became involved in translating Sanskrit texts into Tibetan. Working with 
Tibetan scholars, he helped to translate and explain numerous sutras, 
tantras, and commentaries. According to Nyingma tradition, Vimalami¬ 
tra and his Tibetan collaborators were not ordinary people, but incarnate 
bodhisattvas who had taken rebirth in order to aid the transmission of 
dharma into Tibet. Vimalamitra remained in the country for thirteen 
years, during which he was active in teaching and translation. Many of his 
students in turn became important figures in the early history of Bud¬ 
dhism in Tibet and are revered by Nyingma tradition as key members of 
the lineage. Traditional accounts of his life state that he spent his later years 
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in a mountain retreat in China called RiwoTse Nga (“Mountain with Five 
Peaks”), where he lived to well beyond the age of two hundred. Before his 
death, he predicted that he would reincarnate in every century for as long 
as the dharma remained in Tibet. The purpose of these incarnations would 
be to breathe new life into Tibetan Buddhism, and several of the recog¬ 
nized incarnations have played important roles in revitalizing the dharma. 
Among these are Longchen Rapjampa in the fourteenth century and Jikme 
Lingpa in the eighteenth. The incarnational lineage continues, and tradi¬ 
tion holds that it will do so until Buddhism is no longer practiced in Tibet. 

Longchen Rapjampa is considered by Nyingma teachers to be one of 
the greatest figures in the tradition. A master of all aspects of Buddhist 
teachings and practices, he was both one of Tibet’s great scholars and 
among its most renowned meditators. He transmitted the teachings he had 
received from his teachers and revitalized them through his writings and 
oral instructions. Some of the most renowned Nyingma lamas trace their 
lineages back to him. Among the great teachers who are spiritually 
descended from him are Orgyen Terdak Lingpa (1646-1714), Jikme Lingpa 
(1730-1798), Patrul Rinpoche (b. 1808), Mipam (1848-1912), and the sec¬ 
ond Jamyang Khyentse Ongbo (b. 1896). The Nyingma order continues 
to produce influential masters today, including the late Dudjom Rin¬ 
poche, Khetsun Sangpo Rinpoche, and Pema Norbu Rinpoche, who is 
currently the head of the Nyingma lineage. 

Padmasambhava 

By far the most influential of Nyingma teachers is Padmasambhava— 
known to Tibetans as “Guru Rinpoche”—who probably lived during the 
eighth century c.e. He received the teaching transmission from Jambel She 
Nyen and Garap Dorje, and traditional histories report that his mission¬ 
ary work spread the lineage into Tibet. He is regarded by Nyingmapas as 
an emanation of the buddha Amitabha whose particular goal was to facil¬ 
itate the dissemination of Buddhism in the crucial early period. 

According to the biography written by his disciple Yeshe Tsogyel, many 
aspects of his early life closely paralleled similar events in the life of Sakya- 
muni Buddha. Like Sakyamuni, he had a miraculous birth in a small north 
Indian kingdom. Popular legends hold that he was born in the country of 
Oddiyana from the bud of a large, multicolored lotus that sprang up in 
the middle of a lake. On the lotus was a golden vajra marked with the syl- 
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lable hrih that had emanated from the heart of Amitabha. At the time of 
his birth, he already had the physical development of a child of eight years 
and had all the major and minor marks of a “great man.” When the lotus 
opened, Padmasambhava was standing in the middle, holding in his hands 
a vajra and lotus. The name Padmasambhava means “born from a lotus.” 

Indrabodhi, the king of Oddiyana, had no son, and so he decided to 
adopt Padmasambhava. Like Sakyamuni, Padmasambhava grew up in a 
palace and learned the arts and sciences appropriate to princes. His adop¬ 
tive father wanted him to follow in his footsteps and rule the kingdom, 
but Padmasambhava realized that such a life would be of little use to oth¬ 
ers, particularly in comparison to the great benefit he could accomplish 
through spreading the dharma. 

He asked his father for permission to leave the palace and pursue a reli¬ 
gious life, but the king refused. In order to convince Indrabodhi to let him 
leave, Padmasambhava performed a dance during which he pretended to 
fumble with a trident, which killed the son of a minister. This is referred 
to as a “liberation” rather than a killing, since Padmasambhava was able to 
effect the release of the minister’s son through his yogic power. This was 
not recognized by the king or ministers, however, and as Padmasambhava 
had intended, he was exiled from the kingdom and ordered to live in cre¬ 
mation grounds. 

Although this might seem like a harsh and oppressive punishment for 
an apparent accident, it suited Padmasambhava’s purposes, because crema¬ 
tion grounds are favorite meditation spots for tantric adepts. During his 
exile he spent time in the cremation grounds of Sitavana, Nandanavana, 
and Sosadvipa, and in each of these places he developed his tantric insight 
and powers, and he received teachings and initiations from dakinis. 

He then traveled to the island of Dhanakos'a and the forest of Parusaka- 
vana, where he continued to meet dakinis and enhance his insight and 
power. He next went to Vajrasana (the place of Buddha’s awakening) and 
then to the country of Sahor, where he encountered the teacher 
Prabhahasti, from whom he received ordination. He studied the whole 
range of Buddhist literature and sciences, mastered the texts of exoteric 
and esoteric traditions, and became widely recognized for his spiritual 
prowess. He was given the teachings of the “eight classes of attainment” 
by the eight great knowledge bearers, the Magical Net teachings by Bud- 
dhaguhya, and instructions on the great perfection by Sri Simha. At this 
point in his development he was able instantly to understand and memo- 



NYINGMA / 373 


rize any teachings and texts, even after hearing them only once. He could 
perceive any deities without even propitiating them. 

For several months he performed advanced tantric rites with his con¬ 
sort Mandarava in a cave called Maratika. He cultivated longevity tech¬ 
niques and received empowerment directly from Amitayus, the buddha of 
long life. Through this practice he attained the level of a knowledge bearer 
and gained complete control over the duration of his own life. Since 
through these practices his physical form was able to transcend birth and 
death, he became effectively immortal, and nothing could harm him with¬ 
out his allowing it. This proved to be a valuable attainment, because when 
he traveled to the kingdom of Sahor the king and his ministers attempted 
to immolate him. Through his tantric power he transformed the pyre into 
a lake of sesame oil, and he remained unharmed in the center of it, sitting 
on a lotus. The king and ministers were so impressed that they asked him 
to teach them the dharma. 

He next traveled to Oddiyana in the guise of a beggar, but the inhabi¬ 
tants recognized him as the banished prince, and the minister whose son 
he had slain tried to have him and his consort burned on a pyre of sandal¬ 
wood. He transformed the pyre and appeared to the bystanders with his 
consort on a lotus in the middle of a lake, completely unharmed by the 
fire. He wore a necklace of skulls, a symbol of his status as a tantric mas¬ 
ter who liberates sentient beings from cyclic existence. This display so 
impressed the king that he asked Padmasambhava to become his guru. 

He served in this capacity for thirteen years, during which he converted 
the entire kingdom to Buddhism. He also disseminated the dharma to 
neighboring countries, and he is said to have emanated the monk 
Indrasena, who converted King Asoka. In addition, he inspired people to 
build physical monuments to the dharma (such as stupas), which both 
spread the fame of the teachings and marked their advance. Traditional 
histories of his life recount numerous mighty deeds that he performed in 
order to vanquish opposition and convert his enemies to the truth. In every 
case, minds full of hate and rancor were transmuted into minds uplifted 
by faith in the Buddha and his teachings. 5 

Padmasambhava’s Conversion of Tibet 

He began to widen the scope of his missionary activity, visiting China, 
Shangshung and Turkestan, and eventually he decided that the time was 
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ripe to introduce the doctrine to Tibet. Traditional histories portray his 
journey to Tibet as a triumphant victory over demonic forces bent on 
keeping Buddhism out of the country. They report that Santaraksita, the 
first great missionary to Tibet, encountered demonic opposition, which 
turned the minds of the king’s ministers against him. The demons of 
Tibet—which were partial to the pre-Buddhist tradition of Bon—threw 
bolts of lightning at Marpori Hill (the present site of the Potala palace) 
and destroyed the harvest. Santaraksita advised the king to invite Padma- 
sambhava to Tibet to subdue the demons, and in the interim he went to 
Nepal. 

The king followed Santaraksita’s instructions and sent a delegation to 
Padmasambhava, but the great tantric yogi already knew of the situation. 
He traveled to the Tibetan border, but his advance was blocked by a fierce 
snowstorm created by the country’s demons. The snow made the passes 
into Tibet inaccessible, but Padmasambhava overcame the demons by 
retiring to a cave and entering a meditative contemplation that enabled 
him to subdue them and bind them to his will. After this, he traveled the 
length and breadth ofTibet on foot, meditating in caves all over the coun¬ 
try, challenging the demons he encountered to personal combat and con¬ 
verting them to Buddhism. None were able to withstand his power, and 
many became protectors of the new religion. They took solemn and last¬ 
ing vows never to work against the dharma and to do their utmost to 
ensure its propagation. 

The king, his ministers, and the common people were all amazed that 
a single man had challenged all the supernatural forces of their country to 
mortal combat and that none had the power to stop him. The king 
announced that from this point onward Buddhism would be the religion 
of Tibet, and he asked Padmasambhava what needed to be done in order 
to facilitate the dissemination of the dharma. Padmasambhava advised 
him to invite Santaraksita to return, which he did, and after this the first 
Buddhist monastery was built at Samye. The king realized that in order 
for Buddhism to be successfully transplanted to Tibet the scriptures would 
have to be translated, and so he funded translation teams, which began the 
long process of rendering the texts of Indian Buddhism into Tibetan. In 
addition, he began sending Tibetans to study in India and inviting 
renowned Indian masters to Tibet. 

Traditional histories disagree on how long Padmasambhava remained 
in Tibet to ensure the successful spread of dharma. According to some 
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accounts, he only remained for six or eighteen months, while others con¬ 
tend that he stayed for three, six, or twelve years. Some state that he lived 
in Tibet for over fifty years. According to the Statement ofBa, the discrep¬ 
ancy can be explained: Padmasambhava appeared to leave Tibet after a 
short time, but in reality the Padmasambhava that left was only an ema¬ 
nation created by the master, who remained in meditative solitude in 
caves. In the final analysis, it probably matters little from the point of view 
of the tradition, since it ascribes to Padmasambhava a multitude of won¬ 
drous deeds. If these were accomplished in a short period of time, this is 
a testament to his power, and if they were effected over a longer period, it 
indicates his great compassion and skill in overseeing the transmission of 
dharma. 

He eventually left Tibet to continue his missionary work in neighbor¬ 
ing regions, subduing demons and forces antithetical to Buddhism. Imme¬ 
diately after leaving the country he traveled to Kiingtang Mountain, where 
he subdued Totreng, king of the ogres. During their struggle, Padmasam¬ 
bhava “liberated” Totreng, after which he entered the ogre’s body. He then 
created a palace that became the seat of his power among his subjects. 

Padmasambhava continues to live in this world and to engage in mis¬ 
sionary activity for the benefit of all sentient beings. He is the regent of 
Yajradhara, whose presence assures that the true essence of the dharma will 
always remain in the world. 

This account of Padmasambhava’s life follows the outlines of traditional 
Tibetan histories, but in the ancient records he is a minor figure. The ear¬ 
liest mention of him in the Statement ofBa only briefly alludes to him as 
an itinerant Indian water-diviner, and does not accord him any role in the 
propagation of Buddhism. 


The Nine Vehicles 

The Nyingma order has a distinctive classification of Buddhist teachings 
into nine vehicles (theg pa, yand). The first three are the commonly rec¬ 
ognized trio of (i) hearer vehicle, (2) solitary realizer vehicle, and (3) 
bodhisattva vehicle. The next three are connected with the outer tantras: 
action tantra, performance tantra, and yoga tantra. The final three vehi¬ 
cles are the inner tantras: great yoga, subsequent yoga, and great perfec¬ 
tion (rdzogs cheti). 6 

The outer tantra instructions were primarily transmitted to Tibet 
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through disciples of Buddhaguhya, whose own lineage descends from 
Indrabhuti and Lilavajra. Buddhaguhya is counted among the great 
knowledge bearers of yoga tantra, along with Anandagarbha and Sakyami- 
tra. Each of the outer tantras is traced back to a complete enjoyment body 
buddha: Vajrasattva gave human beings action tantra, Manjus'ri dissemi¬ 
nated performance tantra, and Avalokitesvara taught yoga tantra. 

During the period of the early transmission of Buddhism in Tibet, Bud¬ 
dhaguhya and his disciples were mainly associated with the propagation 
of action and performance tantras. Tantras included in these groups by 
Nyingmapas are The Tantra Called ‘Questions of the Superior Subdhu, ’ The 
Secret Tantra of the General Precept ofAllMandalas, The Stages of Final Med¬ 
itations, and their commentaries. 

The eighteen major works of inner tantra recognized by Nyingma were 
brought to central Tibet by Padmasambhava and Vimalamitra and later 
translated by them. 7 Samantabhadra, the essence of the wisdom of the 
truth body, is the origin of the inner tantras. The most important of the 
inner tantras is The Secret Basic Essence Tantra, the authenticity of which 
was questioned by teachers of other orders for centuries, since there was 
no extant Sanskrit manuscript. In the thirteenth century, however, a San¬ 
skrit text of this work was found in a column of Samye, with handwritten 
notations by Padmasambhava. It was authenticated by Jomden Rikpe 
Sangye and Sakya Pandita, and when it was translated into Tibetan by 
Tarpa Lotsawa it was an almost exact match with the extant Tibetan trans¬ 
lation. This has continued to be a fundamentally important text for 
Nyingmapas, and a number of commentaries on it have been written. 
Other principal tantras for Nyingmapas include the Hevajra, 
Cakrasamvara, Guhyasamdja, and Kdlacakra. 

Nyingma Tantric Lineages 

The Nyingma order recognizes three primary lineages, corresponding to 
the three groupings of teachings, all of which converged in the stream that 
later became known as Nyingma. After these teachings had been brought 
into Tibet, they were preserved by the disciples of the great Indian mas¬ 
ters, such as Vairocana, Ma Rinchen Chok, Nyak Jnanakumara, and Nup 
Sangye Yeshe. The disciples primarily responsible for preserving and trans¬ 
mitting the great yoga lineages were So Yeshe Wangchuk, Surpoche, 
Surchung, Drobukpa, and their successors. 
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Nup Sangye Yeshe is credited with introducing Tibet to subsequent 
yoga. He received the teachings from such luminaries as Humkara, Dhar- 
mabodhi, and Vasudhara. Nup Sangye Yeshe in turn passed on the lore of 
this lineage to Yonden Gyatso and other students. 

The great perfection teachings are traced back to Surativajra (Garap 
Dorje), a form body emanation of Vajrasattva. He initiated human mas¬ 
ters like Jambel She Nyen (Manjus'rimitra), Sri Simha, and Jnanasutra. Sri 
Simha imparted “supreme yoga” ( rdzogs chen, atiyogd) instructions to 
Padmasambhava, Vimalamitra, and Vairocana. Vairocana was the primary 
transmitter of the teachings of “mind class” {sems sde) and “spatial class” 

([klongsde ) supreme yoga teachings, and the lineages of “secret instruction 
class” ( man ngagsde) supreme yoga were conferred by Padmasambhava and 
Vimalamitra. 

Tulku Urgyen states that 

There is the outer Mind Section, which is like the body. There is the 
inner Space Section, which is like the heart, and the secret Instruc¬ 
tion Section, which is like the veins within the heart. Finally there is 
the innermost Unexcelled Section, which is like the life-energy inside 
the heart, the pure essence of the life-force. What is the difference 
between these four sections, since all four are Dzogchen? The outer 
Mind Section of Dzogchen emphasizes the cognizant quality of 
mind, while the inner Space Section emphasizes its empty quality, 
and the secret Instruction Section emphasizes the unity of the two. 
The innermost Unexcelled Section teaches everything—ground, 
path and fruition .... 8 


Basis, Path, and Fruit 

The path of the nine vehicles is divided into four categories: (i) basis con¬ 
tinuum {gzhi rgyud)-, (2) path continuum [lam rgyud)-, (3) result contin¬ 
uum ( ’bras bu rgyud)-, and (4) method continuum ( thabs rgyud). 

The first, basis continuum, refers to Samantabhadra, the primordially 
awakened truth body that is beginningless and endless and perfectly free 
from all defects. The basis is also the correct view ( Ita bd), which has three 
aspects: (1) entity ( ngo bo)-, (2) nature ( rang bzhhi)-, and (3) compassion 
{thugs rje). 
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Path continuum comprises practices that eliminate the afflictions 
through accumulation of merit and wisdom. These serve as antidotes to the 
tendencies toward the afflictive obstructions and the obstructions to omnis¬ 
cience. The term “path continuum” also embraces all Mahayana teachings 
and practices, which together constitute innumerable paths to awakening. 

Result continuum refers to the eleventh “level,” the attainment of awak¬ 
ening after training as a bodhisattva. 9 Method continuum corresponds to 
the awakened being’s ability to work constantly and effectively for the 
benefit of sentient beings. The buddha’s awakened mind is able skillfully 
to perceive the backgrounds and problems of trainees and is not disturbed 
by preconceived notions or biases. This enables a buddha to determine the 
most effective teachings for each sentient being and to instruct every 
trainee in ways ideally suited to his or her needs. 

The tantric doctrines and practices of Nyingma are passed on through 
two main types of transmission lineages: (i) teachings ( bkd md) and (2) 
hidden treasures [gter md). The first of these is the unbroken tradition of 
instructions from the Buddha to his disciples, which continues to the pres¬ 
ent day. These instructions are passed on from master to disciple. The 
“teaching” lineage is divided into (1) sutra, (2) tantra, and (3) mind trans¬ 
mission. These correspond to the categories of subsequent yoga, great 
yoga, and supreme yoga (great perfection) respectively. 

Most of the teaching instructions have been preserved in the Nyingma 
tantric canon ( rnying ma’i rgyud ’buni), which was compiled by Ratna 
Lingpa in the fifteenth century, mostly from texts in Sur Ukpalung Mon¬ 
astery. Several other collections have been produced by Nyingma scholars, 
such as Jikme Lingpa, Katok Rikdzin Tsewang Norbu, and most recently 
by Tarthang Tulku in the United States. 

Lfidden treasures are texts, instructions, images, and the like, which 
were concealed by past masters who anticipated a particular future need 
for a certain teaching. These will be discussed in the following section. 


Terma: Hidden Treasures 

The fortunes and developments of the New Orders are often closely con¬ 
nected with political and social factors, and all of them to a greater or lesser 
extent became involved in Tibetan politics. The Nyingma order, by con¬ 
trast, has remained remarkably aloof from political intrigues. One result 
of this orientation, however, was that the tradition at times became insu- 
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lar and detached from current events. Nyingma histories report that the 
early teachers of the lineage had foreseen this problem, and they created 
the institution of hiding texts and artifacts that would be discovered at a 
later date and would breathe new life into the tradition. These “hidden 
treasures” are said to be secreted throughout the land of Tibet, and they 
are safeguarded by spells that prevent them from being found before the 
appropriate time. 10 When conditions are ripe for their dissemination, the 
terma are discovered by terton {gter ston), or “treasure discoverers.” These 
people are prophesied by the masters who hid the treasures, and there are 
strict controls and tests regarding the finding and propagation of terma .' 0 
According to Tarthang Tulku, terma can be 

anything that is precious or worthy of preservation. In addition to 
texts or fragments of manuscripts, gter can take the form of religious 
figurines, reliquaries, or ritual objects, denoting anything that stands 
for spiritual value. gTer may also manifest as natural objects, such as 
trees, rocks, and signs in the earth; gter can also be gifts of silver, gold, 
or precious jewels which may be exchanged for materials needed to 
build a temple or other religious monument.... Furthermore, gTer- 
ma may serve as a catalyst to aid in deciphering a text or fragment 
concealed by Padmasambhava or one of his disciples. 11 

According to Dudjom Rinpoche, each hidden treasure manuscript out¬ 
lines the path to awakening in a way that is particularly appropriate to the 
time in which it will be discovered because 

the all-seeing master Padmasambhava composed . . . each requisite 
for the path in its entirety, including means for attainment, ritual col¬ 
lections and esoteric instructions, for he knew the manner in which 
those requiring training would appear in the future. He arranged 
them in yellow scrolls as verbal tantras and entrusted them to their 
respective non-human treasure lords .... He then concealed them 
to be invisible along with their seals of entrustment which were in 
the form of prayerful aspirations that they be discovered in the future 
by the worthy and fortunate individuals who were empowered to do 
so. At a later date, the power of those prayerful aspirations would 
awaken in the individuals endowed with suitable fortune. The indi¬ 
cations of the appropriate times and the prophetic declarations 
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would come together, whereupon the great master would actually 
reveal his visage, confer empowerment, and inspire [the treasure- 
finders] with the seals of entrustment and prophetic declarations. 12 

Historically the most influential terma have been the “eight Heruka 
sadhanas ” (liturgical cycles) and the Innermost Essence of the Great Expanse, 
which were hidden by Padmasambhava. Anticipating a time in which they 
would be needed, he concealed them, predicting the occasion of their dis¬ 
covery and the people who would find them. Other texts were secreted by 
his consort Yeshe Tsogyel, who memorized his teachings and then hid 
them with the help of Padmasambhava. Although later Nyingma tradition 
tends to emphasize Padmasambhava and his disciples as the sole propri¬ 
etors of hidden treasures, the earliest ones were attributed to the dharma 
kings Songtsen Gambo and Tri Songdetsen. 

According to the tradition, treasure discoverers are bodhisattvas who 
possess special qualities that enable them to find terma. When the time 
comes for a terma to be discovered, the discoverer finds a secret “hint” or 
“key” {kha byungot Ide mig) that indicates the place of concealment. The 
great tertons are emanations of Padmasambhava whose primary purpose 
is to locate the appropriate treasure at the appropriate time. In addition, 
each terton is specially qualified to explain and transmit the terma he or 
she finds. This system is necessary because 

the essence of the teachings can become confused, misinterpreted, or 
lose its potency. The gTer-ma masters have thus appeared at various 
times throughout history in order to clarify, reinterpret, or re-ener- 
gize the meaning of the original teachings. 13 

This system has proven remarkably effective in regularly breathing new 
life into the Nyingma order while maintaining a perceived link with its 
origins. Each age finds the terma appropriate to its spiritual needs, and 
each new terma becomes a part of the tradition. A number of Nyingma 
monasteries were founded to preserve and transmit these religious treas¬ 
ures, which facilitated their institutionalization. This, in turn, helped the 
recipients of this lore to develop the sort of structures that could guaran¬ 
tee its continued survival through the vicissitudes of Tibetan history. 

The hidden treasures are often written in a code called “dakini lan¬ 
guage” that can only be deciphered by people who have been taught how 
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to read it. Dakinis commonly aid in the process of discovery and in inter¬ 
preting the terma. There are numerous safeguards that prevent terma being 
discovered before the appropriate time, including a “time-lock formula” 
(gtsug las khati). This ensures that only the ordained discoverer can locate 
the treasure at the appropriate time. 

Transmission Lineages 

At the present time, there are two recognized methods of transmission for 
Nyingma teachings: (1) the distant lineage of the teachings and (2) the 
close lineage of terma. The first group is concerned with the instructions 
of great yoga, subsequent yoga, and supreme yoga, collectively transmit¬ 
ted as “the trio of sutra, magical net, and mind class.” The second collec¬ 
tion comprises “the trio of guru, great perfection, and the great 
compassionate one” (bla rdzogs thugs gsurri). These are instructions attrib¬ 
uted to the guru (bla ma ) Padmasambhava, the great perfection (rdzogs 
cheri), and Avalokitesvara, the embodiment of compassion (thugs rje). 

There are a number of hidden treasure lineages, including the “royal 
thought,” which is a transmission by the truth body of the awakened wis¬ 
dom of the buddhas. This is imparted directly by the truth body to 
qualified recipients without any need of words. Another tradition, the 
“symbols ofknowledge bearers,” emanates from complete enjoyment body 
buddhas who impart their wisdom by means of nonverbal symbols. This 
is a symbolic ( brda ) lineage, and it is not communicated through ordinary 
language. It includes the great perfection, which is the supreme teaching 
among humans and advanced bodhisattvas. 

The “personal instruction” lineage refers to the oral traditions passed on 
from master to disciple through use of words. These were first imparted 
to King Indrabodhi by five buddhas. 

The “directed dakini” teachings are given by knowledge dakinis to 
terma masters. They point the way for tertons to find the appropriate 
terma. The “yellow parchment” lineage comprises instructions written in 
code on yellow paper, which are conferred by dakinis to treasure discover¬ 
ers. The “pure vision” lineage consists of secret lore imparted directly to 
tertons by knowledge bearers. 

The basic texts of terma are the eight Heruka sadhanas, which were 
brought to Tibet by Padmasambhava. These are based on the tantras of 
the teaching class and contain instructions on how to practice the tech- 
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niques of the inner tantras. Each sadhana is connected with a particular 
text, mandala, mantra, deity, and family of buddhas. They constitute a 
complex and interrelated system of visualization and practice aimed at 
developing the awareness of trainees by dividing tantric practice into dis¬ 
crete but connected sadhanas. The first five are related to the “meditation 
buddhas” (Aksobhya, Yairocana, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, and Amo- 
ghasiddhi) and have sadhanas that enact and cultivate the existence, teach¬ 
ings, mind, virtues, and activities of the buddhas. The last three are 
referred to as “world class.” 

The Treasure Discoverers 

Most of the influential terma were purportedly secreted by Padmasam- 
bhava or his immediate disciples, and specific instructions were also laid 
down for each terma at the time of its concealment. The theory behind 
this system is that certain teachings would be especially effective at partic¬ 
ular points in the future, and so they were hidden in a “time release” sys¬ 
tem which assured that at the appropriate time a terton would locate 
the teaching and disseminate it. When Padmasambhava hid these treas¬ 
ures, he prophesied the circumstances for the discovery of each terma and 
the terton who would find it. He predicted that there would be three 
“grand” tertons, eight “great” ones, twenty-one “powerful” ones, one hun¬ 
dred eight “intermediate,” and one thousand “subsidiary” tertons. Most 
of these were to be recognized as emanations of Padmasambhava or his 
chief disciples. 

The first tertons were Sangye Lama and Drapa Ngonshe in the eleventh 
century. They were followed by Nyang Rel Nyima Oser (1124-1192) and 
Chogi Wangchuk (1212—1270), who are referred to as the “sun and moon” 
of tertons. The terma they found are called the “upper and lower treas¬ 
ures.” They are two of the three “grand” tertons, along with Rikdsin 
Gddem (1337-1409). They are held to be emanations of the mind, speech, 
and body of Padmasambhava. 

The fourteenth and fifteenth century saw a great deal of activity among 
tertons, including Orgyen Lingpa (1323-1360), Sangye Lingpa (1340— 
1396), Pema Lingpa (1346-1405), Karma Lingpa (ca. fourteenth century), 
and Ratna Lingpa (1403-1479). The terton tradition continued in the fol¬ 
lowing centuries, which produced such important figures asTerdak Lingpa 
(1634 or 1646-1714), Jikme Lingpa (1729-1798), Pema Osel Mongak 
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Lingpa (1820-1892), and Chogyur Dechen Lingpa (also known as Shikpo 
Lingpa, 1829-1870). 

Many hidden treasures still remain undiscovered, awaiting the proper 
time for their dissemination. They continue to reinvigorate the Nyingma 
tradition, and a number have been incorporated into other lineages. The 
institution of terma serves as a link with the past of the tradition, a link 
that periodically revitalizes the present and points the way to the future. 
The system reflects the Mahayana ideal of skill in means, the ability to 
adapt teachings to changing circumstances. 

Many of the lineages of Nyingma are based on particular terma. For 
instance, Mindroling Monastery in central Tibet is strongly associated 
with the transmission and propagation of the “upper and lower treasures” 
discovered by Nyang Rel Nyima Oser and Chdgi Wangchuk. Dorje Drak 
Monastery in central Tibet (founded by Rikdzin Ngagi Ongpo in 1659) is 
particularly associated with the terma teachings known as the “northern 
treasures. ” Katok Monastery in Kham (founded by Dampa Deshek Sherap 
Sengge in 1159) is an important training center for the inner tantras. 
Dzogchen Monastery, the largest Nyingma institution, was founded by 
Dzogchen Pema Lingpa in 1685. It maintains the lore of the inner tantras 
of the teaching tradition and the terma of Nyima Drakpa. 


Distinctive Practices: Dzogchen 

According to lineage histories of the great perfection (rdzogs cheti), the sys¬ 
tem originated with Samantabhadra, who passed it on to Vajrasattva. It then 
entered the world of human beings and continues today in an unbroken 
chain of transmission. Its adherents assert that dzogchen is not a school or 
system of philosophy, but rather a view of reality that is based on a pro¬ 
found understanding of the nature of mind. It is primarily imparted through 
direct oral instructions of a master to a disciple, but there is also a large cor¬ 
pus of texts belonging to the teaching tradition and hidden treasures. 

Nyingma tradition maintains that great perfection teachings first 
appeared in the world in the area of Dhanakosa Lake in Oddiyana. The 
basic text of the tradition is the Fourfold Innermost Essence, and the propo¬ 
nents of dzogchen hold that the philosophical basis of the system is the 
Madhyamaka view of Nagarjuna. The lore of dzogchen was first imparted 
to Garap Dorje by Vajrasattva, and then Garap Dorje passed it on to Jam- 
bel She Nyen in a golden box. The teachings in the box consisted of six 
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million four hundred thousand verses summarizing the quintessence of 
dzogchen. Jambel She Nyen divided them into the three categories of 
mind class, spatial class, and secret instruction class. 

Of the three inner tantras (great yoga, subsequent yoga, and supreme 
yoga), supreme yoga (dzogchen) is considered to be the highest path. The 
three represent a hierarchy of progressive profundity and subtlety, begin¬ 
ning with visualizations, progressing through a comprehensive view of the 
nature of reality, and culminating in a union of appearance and emptiness. 
Great yoga is primarily oriented toward visionary experiences, while sub¬ 
sequent yoga is concerned with the cognitive implications of such experi¬ 
ence. In great yoga, one realizes that all phenomena are emanations of 
mind, which is an indissoluble union of appearances and emptiness (snang 
stong). In subsequent yoga, all thoughts and forms are perceived as being 
of the nature of emptiness, and emptiness is identified with Samanta- 
bhadri, the female counterpart of Samantabhadra, embodiment of the 
truth body. Appearance is identified with Samantabhadra, and subsequent 
yoga adepts cultivate the insight that all appearances are of the nature of 
the truth body. Meditators seek to comprehend the union of appearance 
and emptiness and to understand that all phenomena arise from this con¬ 
junction, but not in the manner of cause and effect. 

Great perfection is the culmination of this awareness, and the view of 
this system is based on the realization that appearance and emptiness inter¬ 
penetrate and are inseparable. In this practice, the goal becomes the path, 
and one seeks to examine the fundamental nature of mind directly, with¬ 
out the need for images or visualizations. The Tantra of the Great Natural 
Arising of Awareness states that meditative systems which utilize images and 
visualizations are inferior to dzogchen, which works on the mind itself. 

Because you yourself are the divine mandala, 
naturally manifest to yourself, 

Do not offer worship to the deity, 

for if you worship you will be fettered by it... . 

Do not renounce samsara, for if you renounce it 
you will not attain buddhahood. 

Because the Buddha is not elsewhere, 
he is naught but awareness itself. 

Samsara is not elsewhere; 

all is gathered within your own mind. 
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Do not practise conditioned fundamental virtues, 
for if you do you will be fettered by them. 

Renounce conditioned fundamental virtues, 
such as [building] stupas and temples. 

There is no end to contrived doctrines, 
but by leaving them they will end. 

Not renouncing the yoga of abandoning deeds, 

should you renounce deeds, you will become a tathagata [buddha]. 

So it is that you must know the path 

of the authentic buddhas in everything. 14 

Great perfection is considered by its adherents to be a practice tran¬ 
scending highest yoga tantra, since in the view of dzogchen even tantric 
visualization is only a preliminary technique of artificially creating men¬ 
tal images that are concordant with liberation. Dzogchen, by contrast, 
works with the fundamental nature of the mind itself. It dispenses with 
mental imagery and manipulation of subtle winds and drops; instead, it 
aims at direct experience of the nature of mind. Great perfection also 
surpasses practices that aim at cultivating ethics in order to acquire good 
karma, since if one trains in actualizing the clear light nature of mind 
such actions are unnecessary. This is because in dzogchen 

a philosophy of freedom from deeds with respect to the disposition 
of reality, when the ultimate, definitive meaning of pristine cogni¬ 
tion, which does not rest in the sphere of causal conditioning, is indi¬ 
cated directly; it is explained that there is no need to orient oneself 
to contrived doctrines that require efforts associated with the causes 
and effects of good and evil. 15 

People who become attached to “virtue” and to acquiring good karma 
fail to understand that the basis of transformation is the mind itself, which 
is of the nature of clear light. This light cannot be enhanced by the prac¬ 
tice of virtue nor diminished by nonvirtue, and so the great perfection 
adept recognizes that both “virtue” and “nonvirtue” are simply conceptual 
constructs that ultimately constitute obstacles to spiritual realization. 

Virtue is not to be practised, 
nor sin to be renounced; 
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Awareness free from both virtue and sin 
is the buddha-body of reality. 

Virtue is not to be practised, 

if practised there is no buddhahood. 

Neither is sin to be renounced 

if renounced, buddhahood is not achieved. 16 

Great perfection practice involves cultivating a union of essential purity 
(ka dag) and spontaneity {Ihun grub). Essential purity refers to the mode 
of being (gnas lugs), which is emptiness. According to the view of this sys¬ 
tem, all positive qualities are spontaneously established in the sense that 
all are contained in the “basis-of-all” (kungzhi, alayd), the psychophysical 
continuum of existence. When sentient beings realize the natural purity 
of the basis-of-all, they attain buddhahood; when they fail to do so, they 
wander in cyclic existence. 


Dzogchen Practice 

The key practice of the great perfection is referred to as “cutting through” 
{khregs chod), in which yogis see through appearances to perceive the pri- 
mordially pure mind. Meditators eliminate discursive thought, allowing 
primordial awareness to shine through mental obscurations. Through this, 
they perceive reality from the perspective of the nondual awareness of 
awakened beings. The “direct approach” (thod rgal) involves recognizing 
spontaneity. In cutting through, one dissects the ego and directly trains in 
the primordial innate awareness without relying on appearances or signs. 
This is described as an effortless path, while the yoga of direct approach 
requires work. According to Jikme Lingpa, the direct approach involves 

relying on appearances (or visions), the spontaneous accomplish¬ 
ment of purifying the gross aspects into the clarity [luminous absorp¬ 
tion] and dissolving the (phenomena into the) ultimate nature of 
appearances. 17 

The visions used in this practice are of four kinds: (i) direct perception 
of reality, (2) development of experiences, (3) perfection of pure awareness, 
and (4) dissolution into the nature of reality. Through this technique med¬ 
itators acquire two kinds of power: control of birth and control over aris- 
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ing ([skye ’jug). Control over birth allows one to dissolve the elements of 
the body into light in order to benefit sentient beings. Through this, one 
is liberated through actualizing the innate primordial purity of mind. 
Control over arising involves transcending physicality (or even the appear¬ 
ance of physicality). The adept dissolves the body into light, which in turn 
merges into the sphere of reality. In this state, one is co-extensive with all 
of reality, and thus able to work for the benefit of all beings in all places 
and times. 

Longchen Rapjampa summarizes the practices of cutting through and 
direct path as follows: 

The appearances of clarity are the primordial wisdom of direct path, 
and 

The self-present peace (free) from projections and withdrawal 

Is the spontaneously accomplished emptiness of cutting through. 

The aspect of cessation of mind is cutting through. 

The spontaneously accomplished self-clarity is direct path. 

The union of (both), which is the self-arisen intrinsic wisdom, 

Is the secret path of innermost essence. 

When all the elaborations are completely pacified, 

At that time the self-awareness intrinsic wisdom will naturally arise. 18 

Tulku Urgyen explains that cutting through is the emptiness aspect of 
the training and direct approach relates to use of skill in means, which 
allows one to master all aspects of the awakened consciousness. Cutting 
through eliminates ego and its permutations, while direct approach 
examines the manifestations that remain. 19 Both techniques are described 
as effortless and formless, and both are linked in this system. Mastery of 
cutting through enables the yogi to abide in understanding of emptiness 
free from all concepts. The yogi perceives the innate purity of all phe¬ 
nomena, and they are regarded as empty of any conceptual limitations or 
impurity. This banishes delusion and ignorance and reveals the true 
nature of reality. 

Direct approach yogas enable one to comprehend that everything is 
innately pure. It works directly with the clear light nature of mind; the 
yogi views everything as naturally and spontaneously present to awareness. 
It is immediate realization, with no coloring by concepts or thought. It 
enables one to actualize all aspects of awakening in one lifetime. 
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Mental Training 

The basic nature of mind is clear light, which from beginningless time has 
been free from all defilements. All of our experience is merely a series of 
ripples on the surface of rhe primordially pure mind, which is unproduced 
and unchanging. The self-existent, uncontaminated nature of mind 
becomes the basis for practice, and the meditator seeks to manifest this in 
meditation. Great perfection texts draw a distinction between the ordinary 
mind ( sems ), which is enmeshed in discursive and dualistic thought, and 
the “mind itself” [sems nyid), or basic nature of consciousness, which is 
equated with the “buddha nature,” a fundamental level of awareness that 
is untouched and unsullied by any afflicted cognitions. The basic quality 
of the mind is “pure awareness” (rig pa). The “mind itself” is the buddha 
mind, the innate capacity for buddhahood that is present in all sentient 
beings, and it is the basis upon which ordinary consciousness rests, 
although only spiritual adepts are even aware of it. 

Because the mind is of the nature of clear light, all defilements and 
afflictions are adventitious. For this reason, great perfection texts claim 
that with the proper training the basic nature of mind can be revealed and 
that this need not be the result of a long process of training. Rather, awak¬ 
ening can be a sudden flash of insight. The contemporary dzogchen mas¬ 
ter Khetsun Sangpo Rinpoche distinguishes two modes of practice, 

the sudden and the gradual. The sudden mode is for someone who 
over many lifetimes has accumulated the proper actions and predis¬ 
positions, so that when he receives initiations and the lama’s 
identification of reality, he attains high realization. The gradual mode 
.... is not that of the sutra systems in which one achieves awaken¬ 
ing only after countless eons of practice, but that of someone on the 
Mantra path who completes the auspicious qualities, finishing the 
grounds [levels] and paths gradually even in one lifetime. However, 
when he identifies reality, he is unable to progress along these paths 
simultaneously, but has to proceed in stages. 20 

Although this is the most rapid of all paths to awakening, few have the 
necessary cognitive capacities to practice it successfully. Great perfection 
texts often contain stories of people who failed in this path because they 
thought that it required no effort, since it dispenses with rituals, visualiza- 
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tions, and other externally observable activities. Such an attitude is mistaken; 
dzogchen is only suitable for a small number of advanced practitioners 
with the unusual capacity to quickly grasp its profound and simple truths. 
Most people, however, are so blinded by accumulated delusions that they 
require a long process of gradually removing the veils that obscure the 
truth before they can grasp it in its simplicity and immediacy. 

If through such quintessential instructions one can identify the basis 
of the mind, then in that instant one has become a Buddha without 
engaging in the difficulties of the gradual path. Among a hundred 
thousand trainees there are only one or two such persons and thus 
although they do occur, they are very rare. 21 

Only those who have prepared their minds through successful medita¬ 
tive training are able to understand great perfection teachings, and so, 
although this is a sudden path, it requires preparatory training prior to 
sudden realization. 

Another important prerequisite for successful dzogchen training is an 
awakened teacher. In order to be able to point out the nature of a student’s 
mind, the lama must have personally realized the nature of his or her own 
mind. When the awakened master speaks to a properly prepared trainee, 
the student is shown the nature of mind, and if this is successfully appre¬ 
hended, he or she becomes a “superior” (’phags pa, dry a). Since the only 
difference between a superior and an ordinary being is that the former rec¬ 
ognizes the nature of mind while the latter does not, the moment of under¬ 
standing transforms an ordinary being into a superior. Most people are 
unable to accomplish this sudden transformation, however, and so the 
sudden path is only for a small elite. 

One great difficulty lies in the fact that “pure awareness” is so omni¬ 
present and so fundamental that it is difficult to perceive. It is even more 
subtle than air and space, which are also all around us, although we are 
seldom consciously aware of them. Pure awareness is not something that 
exists on a rarefied plane of mystical awareness; rather, it is the most basic 
element of all experience. It is closer than one’s own heart, closer than the 
breath, more fundamental than any feelings, emotions, or perceptions. It 
is the basis of consciousness and of every moment of awareness. It is the 
space in which all conscious life takes place, and like the physical environ¬ 
ment, we only begin to recognize it when our attention is drawn toward 
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it for some reason. Most of the time, however, we simply move and act 
within this space without generating any conscious awareness of it. In an 
oral commentary on Mipam’s Three Cycles of Fundamental Mind, Khetsun 
Sangpo Rinpoche stated, 

Because it is beyond causes and condidons, it is self-arisen. Because 
it is not something that did not exist before and adventitiously arose, 
it is the pristine wisdom that is of the nature of primordially abiding 
basic knowledge. It is the basis from which all of the [phenomena] 
of cyclic existence and nirvana appear. That basis is expressed as being 
a buddha that is naturally, spontaneously established . 22 

Observing the Mind Itself 

The primary meditative technique of great perfection is remaining in the 
state of pure awareness. This is accomplished by calming the mind and 
then abiding in comprehension of its basic clear light nature. Unlike other 
forms of meditation in which the eyes are partly or mostly closed, 
dzogchen masters often urge their students to meditate on the nature of 
mind with their eyes wide open. The meditative practice involves being 
cognizant of the arising and passing away of feelings, emotions, sensations, 
and so on, but understanding them within the context of pure awareness. 
The more one does this, the more one realizes that all phenomena arise 
from mind and re-merge into it. They are of the nature of pure awareness 
and are a projection of luminosity and emptiness. Through cultivating this 
understanding, mental phenomena of their own accord begin to subside, 
allowing the clear light nature of mind to become manifest. They appear 
as reflections on the surface of a mirror and are perceived as illusory, 
ephemeral, and nonsubstantial. 

The meditator should consider how minds arise and pass away. The first 
examination involves searching for the place from which a mind arises. 
After considering the various parts of the body, one realizes that none are 
suitable to be the basis of this arising and that the mind does not abide in 
external phenomena. Rather, it appears to reside now in one area, and later 
in another, but there is no constant foundation for the arising of mind. 
The meditator then considers where mind goes after it passes away. The 
mind of last year does not exist today, and today’s mind will be gone 
tomorrow, but where do they go? How does a mind arise, abide, and pass 
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away? After considering these questions in the light of meditative intro¬ 
spection, the yogi recognizes that mind arises from nowhere, abides 
nowhere, and goes nowhere. This leads to the realization that the mind is 
emptiness and that the images of cognition arise from this emptiness and 
again merge into it without leaving a trace behind, in the same way that 
waves arise from the ocean and then flow back into it, leaving no trace of 
their passing. A series of verses by the first Karma Chakme captures this 
realization. 

Mind has no form, color, or concrete substance. 

It is not to be found anywhere outside or within your body, 
nor in between. 

It is not found to be a concrete thing. 

Even if you were to search throughout the ten directions, 

It does not arise from anywhere, nor does it abide and disappear 
at any place. 

Yet, it is not non-existent, since your mind is vividly awake. 

It is not a singularity, because it manifests in manifold ways. 

Nor is it a plurality, because all these are of one essence. 

There is no one who can describe its nature. 

But, when expressing its resemblance, there is no end to what can 
be said .... 

It is the very basis of all of samsara and nirvana. 23 

Results ofDzogchen Training 

There are three stages in great perfection training: basis, path, and result. 
In the basis phase, the meditator cultivates the understanding that cyclic 
existence and nirvana are the same and overcomes the tendency to distin¬ 
guish cause and effect. The path phase is concerned with transcending the 
propensity to engage in discursive thoughts and to accept some aspects of 
reality while rejecting others. The result phase is characterized by an atti¬ 
tude of confidence that overcomes thoughts of hope and fear concerning 
the goal of meditative practice. The final level of this stage is reached when 
the meditator perceives all phenomena as being emanations of mind, 
which itself is a union of luminosity and emptiness. 

One result of this process is that compassion and wisdom become spon- 
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taneous. Since these are expressions of rhe basic nature of mind, when this 
is allowed to manifest, positive mental qualities are actualized of their own 
accord and are uncontrived. At this point, cyclic existence disappears, and 
nirvana also disappears, since it is only the counterpoint of samsara. In the 
realm of pure awareness, all such dichotomies are transcended. One per¬ 
ceives the nature of mind as being like space: it is omnipresent, clear, trans¬ 
parent, unobstructed, undefiled, pure, unmoving, limitless, eternally the 
same in all times and places. 

Since the nature of mind is always a union of luminosity and empti¬ 
ness, great perfection practice makes no distinction between meditation 
and nonmeditation. All activities, if performed with mindfulness of the 
nature of mind, can become occasions for awareness of its essential nature. 
This is manifest in all activities and at all times, and a person who is directly 
aware of this becomes awakened. Due to the ever-present possibility of 
awakening, dzogchen is considered by its adherents to be the most pow¬ 
erful and rapid of all paths to buddhahood. 

Those who succeed in this practice attain a state of radical freedom: 
there are no boundaries, no presuppositions, and no habits on which to 
rely. One perceives things as they are in their naked reality. Ordinary 
beings view phenomena through a lens clouded by concepts and precon¬ 
ceptions, and most of the world is overlooked or ignored. The mind of the 
great perfection adept, however, is unbounded, and everything is possible. 
For many beginners, this prospect is profoundly disquieting, because since 
beginningless time we have been constricted by rules, laws, assumptions, 
and previous actions. One who is awakened, however, transcends all such 
limitations; there is no ground on which to stand, no limits, nothing that 
must be done, and no prohibitions. This awareness is bottomless, unfath¬ 
omable, immeasurable, permeated by joy, unboundedness, and exhilara¬ 
tion. One is utterly free, and one’s state of mind is as expansive as space. 
Those who attain this level of awareness also transcend physicality and 
manifest the “rainbow body” (ja lus), a form comprised of pure light that 
cannot decay, which has no physical aspects, and which is coterminous 
with the nature of mind. Tulku Urgyen describes it as 

[t] he dissolution of the physical body at death into a state of rainbow 
light. Such practitioners leave behind only their hair and fingernails 
.... Among the three kayas [bodies of a buddha], sambhogakaya 
[the complete enjoyment body] manifests visually in the form of 
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rainbow light. So, attaining a rainbow body in this lifetime means to 
be directly awakened in the state of enlightenment of sambhogakaya 
. . . There has been an unceasing occurrence of practitioners depart¬ 
ing from this world in the rainbow body up until the present day . . 

. So this is not just an old tale from the past, but something that has 
continued to the present day . 24 

The Three Classes of Great Perfection Tantras 

In contrast to the standard Mahayana hierarchy of ten “levels” (sa, bhumi), 
the Nyingma tradition recognizes sixteen levels. The first ten are the same 
as those found in the perfection vehicle , 25 but the remaining five are dis¬ 
tinctively tantric. The eleventh level is called “path continuum” {lam 
rgyud ) and is the result of successful completion of highest yoga tantra 
practices that lead to direct awakening. The twelfth level is the outcome 
of successful practice of great yoga. The thirteenth is the result of success¬ 
ful subsequent yoga practice, and the fourteenth through sixteenth are the 
results of successful practice of the mind class, spatial class, and secret 
instruction class divisions of supreme yoga (dzogchen). 

The mind class consists of teachings that are concerned with the funda¬ 
mental nature of mind, and the spatial class comprises yogas of “freedom 
from activity” (by a bral). These techniques emphasize the effortlessness of 
realization, which consists of simply becoming aware of the nature of 
mind. 

According to traditional classifications, mind class tantras are those 
which teach that all elements of cyclic existence and nirvana arise from the 
emanational power of mind. According to Gyurme Tsewang Chogdup, 
the view of this system 

transcends all the various levels of yarns [paths], two truths, six per¬ 
fections and two stages, all the composed and contaminated aspects 
of the truth of the path’ which are bound with the rigid concept of 
apprehending. (These are transcended by) the great ultimate sphere 
which is the nature of innate awakened mind, the primordial wis¬ 
dom of the great equalness purity, the ultimate sphere free from elab¬ 
orations, the nature of absolute truth. It is the total liberation from 
causes and results, virtues and unvirtues and acceptances and rejec- 
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tions. In brief, it is the transcendence of all the phenomena of dual 
perceptions of apprehended and apprehender. 26 

Spatial class tantras are those which teach that self-arisen pure aware¬ 
ness and phenomena are emanations of the nature of reality (chos nyid ) 
and are primordially liberated. They are characterized by the view that all 
appearances of reality are free from activity and also transcend the extreme 
of antidotes, since they are all contained within Samantabhadri, who is co¬ 
extensive with the sphere of reality. According to Longchen Rapjampa, 
these tantras teach that 

phenomenal existents are present as various self-appearing modes, 
but they do not exist since they are originally liberated and are nat¬ 
urally pure result. So even the aspect of mind and the play, the appear¬ 
ances of mind, do not exist .... Whatever imputations one makes 
(about the appearances), whether as pure or impure, at the very point 
of their appearance, their self-essence transcends (the extremes of) 
existing or non-existing. All are the great original liberation and 
infinite expanse. 27 

Secret instruction tantras point to the spontaneously present and pri¬ 
mordially pure nature, which is free from all terms, expressions, concep¬ 
tualizations, and discriminations. These tantras are characterized by the 
view that all the aspects of truth transcend the extremes of renunciation 
and antidote because they abide in accordance with the mode of subsis¬ 
tence of being (yin lugs). Jikme Lingpa states that in these tantras 

the glow of originally pure essence, the great freedom from concepts 
and expressions, arises naturally through the doors of spontaneously 
accomplished self-appearances, there are no deviations and obscura¬ 
tions in the appearances of power [rtsal snang)-, and the appearances 
of phenomena are perfected in the ultimate nature of phenomena, 
free from elaborations. 28 

Secret instruction class teachings are considered by Nyingmapas to be 
the most profound in all of Buddhism. They are divided into two sections: 
(i) hearing lineage (snyan brgyud) and (2) explanatory lineage (bshad 
brgyud). The secret instruction class was uncovered at Vajrasana by Sri 
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Simha, a disciple of Jambel She Nyen. Sri Simha divided these teachings 
into four sections: (i) exoteric cycle (phyi skor), (2) esoteric cycle (nang 
skor), (3) secret cycle (gsangskor), and (4) unsurpassably secret cycle (gsang 
ba bla na medpa skor). 

In a summary of the distinctive characteristics of the three types of 
supreme yoga tantras, Dudjom Rinpoche states: 

The Mental Class, by referring positively to the mind, has mostly 
achieved the area of profundity rather than radiance, and yet, by not 
realising the expressive power of radiance to be reality, it almost clings 
to mental scrutiny. The Spatial Class, though equally achieving pro¬ 
fundity and radiance, rather than the mental scrutiny which appre¬ 
hends reality, almost lapses into a deviation point within the range 
of emptiness. The Esoteric Secret Instruction Class, on the other 
hand, is actually superior because it gathers within the expanse of 
reality that is free from conceptual elaboration, all apparitions of real¬ 
ity which appear through the self-manifesting, spontaneously pres¬ 
ent and natural, expressive power. As such [these apparitions] are the 
tone of the primordially pure, inexpressible essence, the supreme 
transcendence of intellect. 29 

The perspective of the third class transcends all positions, all views, and 
all conceptuality. It takes the fundamental reality of mind as its object and 
cultivates the awareness that this reality is primordially free from bondage 
and liberation, cyclic existence or nirvana, or any other limiting categories. 
It points directly to emptiness, the emptiness that is the fundamental 
nature of mind and phenomena. In this practice, no activities are of any 
use, there are no rituals, no visualizations, and no need for ethical train¬ 
ing; one simply cultivates direct awareness of reality as it is. 
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13. Kagyu 


History and Doctrines 


T he Kagyu (bka brgyud) order traces its lineage back to 
the Indian tantric sage Tilopa (988-1069), who is said to 
have received instructions directly from Vajradhara (Dorje 
Chang). Vajradhara’s teachings are considered to be supe¬ 
rior to those of Sakyamuni (the historical Buddha) in that 
he is a “complete enjoyment body,” while Sakyamuni is only an “emana¬ 
tion body.” In order to receive teachings from a complete enjoyment body 
buddha, one must have reached a high level of mystical awareness, and so 
the instructions of such buddhas are vastly superior to those of emanation 
bodies, since the latter must adapt their message to the limited capacities 
of their audiences. 

In addition to Tilopa, the Kagyu order also counts such important 
Indian figures as Nagarjuna, Saraha, Savari, and Maitripa as members of 
its lineage. The name Kagyu literally means “teaching lineage,” and its 
adherents claim that its doctrines and practices are passed down through 
a succession of awakened teachers, each of whom directly understands the 
true nature of reality through spontaneous, nonconceptual awareness and 
then transmits the essence of his or her teaching to the next generation of 
meditators. 1 Tilopa, for example, transmitted the teachings to his student 
Naropa (1016-1100), who first underwent a series of trials that tested his 
determination and purified his mind. 

According to his religious biography, Naropa was renowned as a scholar 
and was widely recognized as a person who had conceptually mastered the 
teachings of the sutras, tantras, and vinaya. He eventually rose to the posi¬ 
tion of abbot of Nalanda Monastery, the greatest seat of learning in the 
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Buddhist world at the time, which indicates that he was one of the fore¬ 
most scholars of his day. His philosophical acumen and debating prowess 
were so great that no one could exceed him in knowledge of Buddhist 
scriptures, and he decisively vanquished all who dared debate him. Despite 
his learning and prestige, however, he had not penetrated the meaning of 
the teachings, and one day this was pointed out to him by a hideously ugly 
old woman who appeared before him and challenged him to explain the 
essence of the dharma. 

He confessed his inability to do so, and the old woman (who was an 
apparition sent to him by Tilopa) advised him to seek out a guru who could 
help him to find the truth. The ugly physical characteristics of the appari- 
tional woman were revealed to be reflections of his own mind, and he real¬ 
ized that his learning and scholarship had made him proud and arrogant. 
He only understood Buddhist teachings conceptually, but the appari¬ 
tion informed him that such an approach is inadequate. He was told that 
Tilopa could help him to penetrate the true meaning of the teachings. 

After a series of trials, he met Tilopa, who became his teacher . 2 Because 
of his attachment to conceptuality, however, Naropa was not yet ready to 
receive his instructions, and so Tilopa subjected him to a series of tasks, 
most of which resulted in pain or frustration. In one case, Tilopa climbed 
up to the roof of a high building and said to Naropa, “If I had a true dis¬ 
ciple, he would willingly jump to the ground from the top of this build¬ 
ing.” In response, Naropa unhesitatingly did so, with predictable results: 
the fall caused him serious injuries, and as he lay broken on the ground 
Tilopa pointed out that his problems arose from his still-powerful attach¬ 
ment to conceptual thought. Tilopa then healed him through his magical 
powers, and Naropa continued to follow his orders until he had been 
released from the most debilitating of his false conceptions and mentally 
purified through his intense and unwavering faith in his teacher. His tri¬ 
als lasted for twelve years, during which he never lost confidence in Tilopa. 
At the completion of his trials, Tilopa was able to give him the teachings 
of the great seal (phyag rgya chen po, mahamudra), which the Kagyu order 
considers to be the quintessence of all Buddhist doctrines. After receiving 
them and meditating on them, Naropa attained supreme awakening . 3 

Tilopa’s discourses were not lengthy discussions of doctrine or detailed 
instructions on practice: he pointed to the empty sky and said to Naropa, 
“Kyeho! Here is the primordial wisdom of self-awareness which transcends 
words and mental objects. I, Tilo, have nothing to show. Just understand 
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by looking at self-awareness.” Hearing these words, the veils of delusion 
were lifted from Naropa’s eyes and he was able to understand the primor- 
dially pure nature of mind. With this he attained the state of the buddha 
Yajradhara, which completely transcends all conceptuality. 

The main disciple of Naropa was Chdgi Lodrd of Mar, generally 
referred to as Marpa (1012-1097). 4 He is the first Tibetan member of the 
lineage, and he began his career as a translator of Buddhist texts. He made 
three visits to India in search of the dharma, and while in India met Naropa 
and became his disciple. On each of his journeys, Naropa gave him more 
of the teachings and initiations into tantric practices, particularly the prac¬ 
tice of Cakrasamvara, the main tutelary deity of the Kagyu order. During 
Marpa’s third trip Naropa gave him his final instructions, including the 
quintessence of the great seal. 

It is significant that the Kagyu tradition considers Marpa to have attained 
a level of awakening equivalent to that of Vajradhara, because he was a 
householder with a wife and family. The lineage also holds, however, that 
he was not like ordinary householders, because he was completely unat¬ 
tached to worldly things, and his perception was like that of a buddha who 
can live and act in the world while still perceiving the nondifference of nir¬ 
vana and cyclic existence. In other words, Marpa was in the world but not 
of it, since his perception was developed to a point where he could view 
the world as a completely purified buddha land and all beings as awakened 
deities. 

Marpa’s main disciple was Milarepa (1040-1123), who is renowned 
throughout the Tibetan cultural area as one of the greatest figures of 
Tibetan Buddhism. According to his biography, his family was cheated of 
its property by his unscrupulous uncle and aunt, which led to Milarepa’s 
studying black magic. After he had mastered several destructive spells, he 
cast one on the uncle and aunt, with the result that a number of people 
were killed. Reflecting on his actions, Milarepa understood that his deeds 
had created a great debt of negative karma, and so he sought a lama who 
could help him to avoid the consequences of his act of revenge. 

His search led him to Marpa, who recognized that Milarepa had the 
potential to become awakened. Marpa assigned his new student a series of 
difficult and dispiriting tasks (most notably building several towers by 
hand), which were designed to purify Milarepa’s karma. After these were 
completed, Marpa gave him the teachings of his lineage, after which Mila¬ 
repa decided to devote himself to meditation in solitude. After meditating 
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in a cave for a number of years, Milarepa attained a high level of realiza¬ 
tion and began teaching students. 5 He had a number of famous disciples, 
including Rechung Dorje Drakpa (1088-1158) and Gampopa (1079-1153). 
The transmission of this lineage continues today, and its vibrancy is 
attested by the number of widely acclaimed lamas it has produced, includ¬ 
ing the Gyelwa Karmapas and the late Kalu Rinpoche, who was a major 
figure in the dissemination of this lineage to the West. 6 

The Kagyu order is traditionally divided into “the four great and the 
eight lesser schools.” The former derive from Gampopa and his nephew 
Takpo Go tuts Li I (1116-1169). They are: (1) Karma Kagyu or Karma Kam- 
tsang, founded by Tiisum Khyenpa (mo-1193), who was later recognized 
as the first of the Karmapa lamas; (2) Tselpa Kagyu, which was founded 
by Shang Tselpa and derives its name from the district ofTsel; (3) Baram 
Kagyu, founded by Darma Wangchuk; and (4) Pakmo Kagyu, founded by 
Pakmodrupa Dorje Gyelpo (mo-1170), a disciple of Gampopa. 

The eight lesser schools are: (1) Drikung, (2) Taklung, (3) Tropu, (4) 
Drukpa, (5) Mar, (6) Yerpa, (7) Shuksep, and (8) Yamsang. Today only the 
Drukpa, Drikung, and Taklung survive, and the newer lineages of Shangpa 
Kagyu and Ugyen Nyendrup should be added to the list of Kagyu schools. 

The first great monastery of the Kagyu order was Densatil, founded by 
Pakmodrupa. This monastery began as a simple hut in which he lived, but 
as he attracted students numerous buildings were constructed, and due to 
the patronage of the aristocratic Lang family, it was eventually transformed 
into a large and powerful monastic complex. Today the Kagyu lineage is 
spreading in the West, due to the efforts of a number of lamas who have 
set up teaching centers overseas. Although most of the great Kagyu monas¬ 
tic complexes in Tibet were destroyed by the Chinese, many have reopened 
in India, Nepal, Sikkim, and Bhutan. An example is Rumtek in Sikkim 
(the seat of the Karmapa in exile). 

Gampopa and the Development of a Monastic Tradition 

Someone visiting the great Kagyu monasteries of present-day India and 
Nepal might wonder how a lineage that began with ascetic, iconoclastic 
hermits developed into one of the major orders ofTibetan Buddhism, with 
large monasteries and centers all over the world. The period of transition 
begins with Gampopa, who received the teachings of Milarepa and incor¬ 
porated them into a system of cenobitic monasticism. Gampopa com- 
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bined the yogic practices and meditational techniques of the early Kagyu 
teachers with the monastic structures of the Kadampas (the lineage 
founded by Atis'a’s disciple Dromdon), and the result was a new order that 
could transmit the yogic teachings of Milarepa and his predecessors and 
preserve them within a monastic framework. 

Gampopa became a monk in his early twenties after his wife and chil¬ 
dren died. These events brought home to him the transient nature of 
human existence, and he took the vows of a monk of the Kadampa order. 
From an early period he displayed an eclectic approach to Buddhist teach¬ 
ings and practice, and he received instructions and empowerments from 
a number of teachers. According to the Blue Annals, he heard of an accom¬ 
plished yogi named Milarepa and decided to visit him, despite the objec¬ 
tions of his teachers, who asked him, “Are our teachings not sufficient?” 
He persisted in his request, and they gave him permission to leave, but 
told him, “Go, but do not abandon our ways.” 7 

When Gampopa neared the place where Milarepa was meditating, he 
met a monk who informed him that his coming had been prophesied. 
When he heard that Milarepa had been expecting him, he was filled with 
pride, and in order to counteract this Milarepa refused to receive him for 
two weeks. When Milarepa finally consented to meet, Gampopa offered 
him a piece of gold and some tea. Milarepa informed Gampopa that he 
had no interest in such things and handed him a skull cup full of chang 
(an alcoholic brew made from barley). 

Gampopa at first was reluctant to drink it, since doing so would conflict 
with his monastic vows, which expressly forbade him to drink liquor. 
Milarepa, reading his mind, ordered him to drink it, which he did. This 
act began a process of weaning him from attachment to religious conven¬ 
tions, which, although they are designed to help people to escape from 
cyclic existence, may prove to be a hindrance if one fails to realize that even 
Buddhist teachings can become an object of negative attachments. 

Milarepa then asked him what initiations he had received, to which 
Gampopa replied, 

From the Sage of Mar-yul I have received many initiations including 
the ‘Sixfold Jewel Ornament’ and the Samvara Tantra. Also I have 
studied the teachings relating to the Kadampa scriptures in north 
Uru, and I have experienced for thirteen days a state of trance devoid 
of all sensations. 8 
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In reply, Milarepa laughed and told Gampopa that such practices are 
“useless for achieving buddhahood, even if one is free from sensations for 
a whole eon.” He told Gampopa, “Although the initiations that you have 
received previously are not altogether unsatisfactory, you should now prac¬ 
tice according to my system,” after which he gave Gampopa tan trie initi¬ 
ations. 9 

Gampopa diligently practiced in accordance with Milarepa’s instruc¬ 
tions, and the Blue Annals report that he made rapid progress. He learned 
to harness the energy of breath and live on breath alone. After he had 
attained a high level of meditative control, Milarepa advised him to return 
to central Tibet and to abandon the world. He further urged him to apply 
himself diligently to meditation, avoid evil people who might distract him, 
frequent solitary places, and remain apart from society. 

The tension between monastic life and the tantric practices of his 
teacher is evident in this story, and it continued throughout Gampopa’s 
life. After leaving Milarepa, he went to Nyal and stayed at the Kadampa 
monastery of Sewalung, where he participated in religious ceremonies. 
This led to a sense of conflict, however, because he felt that such external 
rituals were incompatible with his tantric practice. After this he devoted 
himself to meditation for three years, with the result that he fully compre¬ 
hended the luminous nature of mind and directly perceived the true nature 
of all phenomena. 

After leaving the monastery, he continued to obey Milarepa’s advice 
to remain in solitary places, coming eventually to Gampo (which is why 
he later became known as Gampopa, “Man of Gampo”). He was visited 
by some lamas from Uru, who asked him to work for the benefit of sen¬ 
tient beings. He replied, “I have no doubt about the good of living 
beings, as I have no more than three years to live.” One of his previous 
teachers gave him a mantra that would prolong his life, and by reciting 
it he was able to live beyond the time he had expected. After this he 
attracted a circle of disciples, and he is reported to have given each the 
instructions that would be most beneficial. To some he presented the 
Mahayana teachings of the six perfections and the bodhisattva path, and 
to others he taught basic tantric practices, while to the most advanced 
he gave the final great seal instructions. In this way he paved the way for 
the development of a Kagyu order that could attract a large number of 
students. 

Previous masters had reserved their instructions for a small number of 
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specially qualified initiates, but Gampopa expanded the range of Kagyu. 
By combining the tan trie teachings of Marpa and Milarepa with the estab¬ 
lished monastic practices of the Kadampas, he made it possible to develop 
training centers, monastic universities, and curricula that could meet the 
needs of spiritual seekers of different levels of spiritual attainment and with 
different interests and proclivities. This development is somewhat surpris¬ 
ing in light of the aversion that both Milarepa and Marpa felt toward estab¬ 
lished monasticism. Milarepa was a hermit who spoke eloquently about 
the dangers of society, family life, and monasticism, and Marpa was a 
householder who saw the monastic life as appropriate only for people of 
limited capacities. For both, the eremitic life of the unattached tantric 
yogi, free from the artificial constraints of society and religion, was thought 
to be best suited to attaining awakening. 

Gampopa, however, was able to combine both elements, and this is the 
probable reason that the Kagyu lineage continues to be one of the most 
dynamic orders of Tibetan Buddhism. It has successfully blended the eso¬ 
teric tantric teachings of Marpa and Milarepa with a monastic structure 
that is well suited to preservation of the words of previous masters. In addi¬ 
tion, this order strongly emphasizes the necessity of meditative training, 
and Kagyu practitioners are expected to spend long periods of time in soli¬ 
tary retreats. Anyone who wishes to become a teacher must have com¬ 
pleted a three-year meditative retreat, a practice that severely tests the 
fortitude of even the most strong-willed person. This combination of 
monasticism and solitary retreats has served the Kagyu order well, allow¬ 
ing it to transmit its teachings and practices to successive generations of 
students while maintaining a spiritual continuity with the tantric yogis 
who were its founders. 


Meditation Practices 
The Six Yogas ofNaropa 

Among the most important practices of the Kagyupas are the “six yogas of 
Naropa” (nd ro chos drug), which are named after the Indian master, 
although according to some traditions he did not develop them himself. 
The six yogas are: (1) heat (gtum mo)', (2) illusory body {sgyu lus); (3) dream 
{rmi lani)', (4) clear light ( ’odgsal)-, (5) intermediate state {bar do)', and (6) 
transference of consciousness {’pho ba). 
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Heat Yoga. The first of these yogas involves developing the ability to 
increase and channel inner heat through visualizing fire and the sun in var¬ 
ious places of the body. Through training, the meditator is able to imag¬ 
ine her entire body being surrounded by flames, and Western medical 
researchers have reported significant increases in body temperature among 
yogis who are proficient in this practice . 10 

The technique requires the yogi to become aware, through introspec¬ 
tive meditation, of the body’s subtle energy channels and the winds that 
course through them. The winds are “mounts” {rta, literally “horses”) for 
consciousnesses. The channels are too subtle to be perceived through dis¬ 
section of the body, as are the winds. The physiology used here is a mys¬ 
tical one, and the movements of the winds, their function as mounts, and 
the operation of the channels are only understood by advanced yogis 
whose experience has awakened them to such things. 

Through meditation adepts learn to harness the energy current called 
“mind of awakening” (byang chub sems, bodhicitta ) and cause it to move 
from the left and right channels into the central channel. The yogi then 
causes it to rise through the cakras . 11 This causes a sensation of increasing 
heat and light, which often alters bodily temperature at the extremities. It 
is important to be aware, however, that this is not simply a substitute for 
warm clothing or central heating: the process is not primarily designed to 
produce heat, but rather to help the yogi to experience directly the lumi¬ 
nous nature of consciousness, which is being manifested in the form of 
heat and light. This yoga represents mind’s luminosity in visual and tac¬ 
tile terms, but the primary goal is to experience directly the fluid, clear 
nature of mind, which in this meditation is represented by experiences of 
heat and light. 

In one technique, the yogi sits in meditation and concentrates on the 
presence of four “fires” below the navel, one in each of the four cardinal 
directions. Then she draws in air from the two nostrils and another subtle 
wind from below, mingling the two. This causes the fires to blaze brightly 
and become bright red, which in turn raises body temperature. This is 
accompanied by a feeling of bliss. One remains in this state, holding the 
breath for as long as possible, and then exhales slowly through the nostrils. 

In the next stage one visualizes the central channel and the channels on 
the left and right, each about the width of a wheat straw. One mentally 
pictures a sun disk at the point where they meet. This has a blazing red 
letter ram on it. As in the previous stage, one draws the outer and inner 
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breaths, and this causes fires to burst forth from the letter ram, after which 
one makes the fire rise through the central energy channel. This gives rise 
to a feeling of blissful heat. 

As one works at these practices, the energy channels open and allow 
energy to flow more freely. This yoga is then combined with meditation 
on the nature of mind. One visualizes the subtle drop that rises through 
the central channel as being of the same nature as one’s own mind, and 
through deepening this perception the drop and the mind come to be 
viewed as undifferentiable. Meditators who are adept at this technique also 
experience the subtle “pride” or dignity of being a fully awakened deity. 
This experience is different from ordinary pride, because it is free from 
false conceptuality and afflicted mental states. 

A person who works at this yoga gains control over the energy channels 
and subtle drops, which is a necessary precondition for the other five yogas, 
all of which require familiarity with, and proficiency in, this mystic yoga 
of psychophysical control and manipulation of energies . 12 

The latter five yogas are based on heat yoga. When practicing them, one 
generally spends one-third to one-half of each session training in heat 
yoga, and the rest with the specific techniques of each yoga. 

Illusory Body. The technique of illusory body begins with the insight that 
the phenomena of cyclic existence are mental creations. This yoga involves 
visualizing a subtle body that is different from the physical body, which is 
composed of the five aggregates . 13 One imagines an illusory body imbued 
with the six perfections that is being transformed into the “vajra body” (rdo 
rje’i sku, vajra-kayd), symbolizing supreme buddhahood. 

This practice is compared to the way that magicians in India were said 
to be able to create illusory images that appeared as concrete and real to 
the audiences which came to see them . 14 In the context of the yoga of illu¬ 
sory body, the reason for visualizing an unreal image and imbuing it with 
apparent reality is to analyze whether or not it is different in essence from 
the phenomena of ordinary experience. Diligent analysis and meditation 
reveal that all phenomena are empty of inherent existence. They emerge 
from mind and return to it, like waves rising from water. The yogi real¬ 
izes that there is no inherently real difference between his mind and the 
mind of a buddha, and this technique is said to be a powerful tool for 
quickly transforming one’s ordinary consciousness into that of an awak¬ 
ened being. 
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Having gained a measure of control over the vital winds and channels, 
the meditator now uses subtle energies and mind to produce an illusory 
body in the form of a tantric deity which appears to be real, although it 
lacks substantial existence. It is compared to a mirror image, which seems 
like the thing of which it is a reflection, but is completely devoid of sub¬ 
stantial reality. Unlike the mirror image, however, the illusory body is cre¬ 
ated from subtle aspects of energy and mind that are generated as the form 
of the deity. The energies and mind used in this exercise should be visual¬ 
ized as residing at the heart as an indestructible drop. These should be 
thought of as the most subtle basis for the imputation of “self.” 

One causes the vital energies to enter the central channel, remain there 
for a while, and then dissolve into clear light. The clear light is then gen¬ 
erated as a tantric deity, which means that the meditator is visualizing his 
vital nature and mind as a fully awakened deity. The form of the deity 
enters into the clear light, and so one’s vital energy and mind become the 
deity. This experience is a counteragent to feelings of desire and aversion, 
and it quickly leads to actualization of the state ofVajradhara. In addition, 
gaining proficiency in generating and manipulating the illusory body is 
essential for related exercises in the next stage, dream yoga, which utilizes 
similar techniques. 

Through gaining familiarity with the practice of generating an appar¬ 
ently real illusory body from one’s vital energies and mind, one comes to 
realize that one is of the same nature as this image and that all sentient 
beings share the same ontological status. One perceives them as being of 
the nature of light and develops compassion for those creatures who fool¬ 
ishly grasp at other illusory forms, which have as much substantial reality 
as images in dreams. All appearances of cyclic existence are seen to lack 
inherent existence, and one visualizes all sentient beings as being liberated 
and as residing in pure buddha lands. Even negative mental states, disease, 
and evil spirits are illusions, and one mentally transmutes them into pure 
forms, which then become aids on the path to awakening. The meditator 
understands that “reality” is pliable and malleable, not fixed and determi¬ 
nate. This perception is a precondition for the practice of dream yoga. 

Dream Yoga. The yoga of dreams involves taking control of one’s dreams, 
determining their contents, and using this practice to influence the activ¬ 
ity of mind. Ordinary people are helpless in their dreams: they are buf¬ 
feted by images and emotions that are beyond their control. The tantric 
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yogi, by contrast, learns to control dreams by manipulating the vital ener¬ 
gies that operate during sleep. Waking perceptions are understood to have 
no more (and no less) veracity than images in dreams, and this yoga helps 
to weaken one’s rigid attachment to conventional “reality.” 

There are two primary aspects of this yoga: (1) manipulating the con¬ 
tents of dreams so that they no longer reflect negative mental states, but 
are transformed in accordance with tantric symbolism; and (2) gaining 
awareness of the fact that one is dreaming while one is in the dream state. 
In the first practice, one mentally generates tantric deities, bringing to 
mind the symbolism associated with them, and using these visualizations 
to replace the random, afflicted images of dreams with Buddhist images 
and positive mental states that counteract mental afflictions. For example, 
a yogi who in the waking state has visualized the identification of Vajra- 
dhara and Prajna (Wisdom) will in the dream state visualize a red and 
white triangle below her own navel. This is symbolic of the visualization 
of the union of the two deities in the waking state, and with this practice 
even dreams become occasions for tantric practice. In this way, one brings 
meditational images into one’s dreams, with the result that the dreams 
become imbued with tantric symbolism. 

The second aspect is closely connected, because it allows one to become 
aware of the dream process as it unfolds and to exercise control over it, 
and so 

by becoming aware of the infinite modes to counter one thing by 
another, as in the case of diseases by medicines, not to become con¬ 
fused as to the proper means and in recognizing the mystery of the 
inseparableness of the opposites to clarify the state of bewilderment- 
errancy and to attain a state of non-bewilderment. 15 

The training begins with developing the ability to focus on the energy 
center ( cakra) at the throat and visualizing a soft, glowing light there. One 
then cultivates this image until it becomes clearer and more radiant. This 
exercise is important in that it marks a measure of control over one’s 
dreams while one is in the dream state. The next phase involves becoming 
aware of the unfolding of dream images and watching their arising and 
cessation within recognizing their illusory nature. This in turn helps med¬ 
itators to determine the contents of dreams, and those who become skilled 
in this yoga are able to populate their dreams with buddhas, dakinis, and 
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so on, thus subtly transforming their consciousnesses in accordance with 
these images. In this way, the yogi 

transforms the unfolding drama into pure Buddha-realms and the 
like, and creates various enhancing situations. In some cases he will 
purify his former Karma ... in others he will enter, stay in, and 
emerge from a great variety of meditative absorptions; or he will lis¬ 
ten to the Dharma under the Buddhas of many and various realms. 

By practising this dream-state the bewilderment of holding as true 
what appears as an outer object in the waking life will be annihilated 
and internally the rigid interconnexions of the pathways will be 
resolved. 16 

The Second Dalai Lama’s Presentation ofNiguma’s System 

The second Dalai Lama, in accordance with the system of Niguma, 17 
divides the training of dream yoga into six categories: (i) awareness of 
dreams, (2) purifying dreams, (3) increasing the objects of dreams, (4) ema¬ 
nating within the dream, (5) awareness of objects of perception, and (6) 
meditating on their suchness. 

The training in dream recognition begins with guru yoga and reciting 
an aspirational prayer. During the day the meditator should cultivate a 
sense that all objects perceived in the waking state are like the images of 
dreams, and she views the waking state as a form of dream. Through this 
training, the apparent solidity of things begins to diminish, and she 
becomes aware that the objects of waking consciousness are no more real 
than those experienced in sleep. This enables the meditator to recognize 
dream objects for what they are while asleep. 

Before going to sleep, the meditator imagines herself as a tantric deity 
and also visualizes the three energy channels. At the base of the central 
channel is the syllable ah, and at the highest cakra is the syllable ham. A 
white drop comes from the ham, and a red drop comes from the ah, and 
both are shining brightly. The meditator mingles them together and visu¬ 
alizes them moving to the heart and then encircling it. While doing so, 
she affirms a commitment to be aware of dreaming while in the dream 
state. The drop is then brought to the throat cakra, where it remains while 
one goes to sleep. 

While dreaming, one engages in visualizations concordant with one’s 
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practice. One mentally pictures oneself as a tantric deity, and this deity can 
be either peaceful or wrathful. In this way, one controls the dream and 
learns to manipulate the subtle drops while in the dream state. The skill 
that one has gained in the previous two yogas is essential to successful prac¬ 
tice in dream yoga, which involves working with the vital energies and illu¬ 
sory images. 

In the next stage, the meditator learns to purify the dream. She performs 
various tantric meditations in which deities are visualized out of empti¬ 
ness, radiate lights that purify the psychophysical continuum, and are then 
re-merged into emptiness. Throughout this process, it is necessary for the 
meditator to remain aware that she is in the dream state. 

Increasing the objects of dreams requires the ability to control the pro¬ 
duction of images. One first creates a second dream body, and then dou¬ 
bles these two. This enables the meditator to populate the dream with 
objects concordant with the goal of meditation, and advanced practition¬ 
ers of this yoga can create as many of these bodies as they wish. 

Emanating within the dream represents a further development of mas¬ 
tery. In this stage the meditator creates tantric images concordant with cur¬ 
rent meditative goals. For instance, a person who wants to overcome death 
will emanate in the form of the deity Yamantaka (Destroyer of Death). 

A yogi who successfully completes these practices gains progressively 
greater control over dreams, and at the same time also gains greater aware¬ 
ness of the dream process. A person at the level of “awareness of objects of 
perception” has a heightened understanding of how mental images arise 
and pass away, and this in turn leads to greater awareness of how both 
dreams and waking reality operate. 

The previous practices are required for the sixth, “meditating on their 
suchness,” which refers to comprehension of the nature of dream objects. 
These are viewed as being of the nature of mind, which is clear light. The 
images of dreams are seen as arising from this clear light and again being 
re-absorbed into it without any change in ontological status taking place. 
One realizes that the same is true of the waking state, and this understand¬ 
ing serves to weaken one’s attachment to, and unquestioning acceptance 
of, waking “reality.” 

Clear Light. In the yoga of clear light, the practitioner becomes aware of 
the nature of mind. Its luminosity is visualized as radiating out everywhere 
in all directions, like a lamp that illuminates both itself and other objects. 
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The mind of clear light is seen as both an unwavering radiance that is 
untouched by the apparent negativities of mental afflictions and a pure, 
vibratory sound that encompasses all other sounds. Its luminosity is unre¬ 
stricted, and its purview is universal. It is also perceived as radiant empti¬ 
ness, an emptiness from which images and concepts arise, but one realizes 
that these are not different from mind. They are simply manifestations of 
the creative power of consciousness, and so one understands that they have 
no power in themselves. 

In Niguma’s system, this practice is connected with the completion 
stage of highest yoga tantra. There are two primary techniques: (i) gener¬ 
ating the pure light consciousness through reliance on the lama, and (2) 
generating it through the syllable hum. One first imagines oneself as the 
deity Heruka and his consort, and the central channel is filled with sub¬ 
stances that are distillations of the mind of awakening and look like newly 
fallen snow. At the heart one visualizes a cakra representing the wheel of 
doctrine, and one’s lama, in the form of a tiny drop, sitting on it. The drop 
is mostly white, with some red color, and at its center is a white letter hum 
the size of a mustard seed. This radiates silver lights that are of the nature 
of primordial bliss. 

The meditator concentrates on this letter, which emanates light that fills 
the entire world and dissolves its inhabitants into light. These lights then 
are dissolved into the meditator, who is still manifesting as Heruka and 
consort. The meditator in turn dissolves into light from the head down¬ 
ward and from the feet upward simultaneously. This light is then merged 
into the drop at the heart, which itself disperses into the letter hum. This 
dissolves into itself and becomes a flame, which finally resolves into empti¬ 
ness. One remains in this state, contemplating emptiness, and this causes 
the vital energies to enter the central channel, remain awhile, and then dis¬ 
solve. This gives rise to the wisdom of clear light. 

A person who successfully completes this meditation perceives all 
objects as empty, and the emptiness appears as pure bliss, and the bliss as 
a tantric deity such as Heruka. This awareness and the feeling of bliss 
should continue to pervade all of the yogi’s perceptions after the medita¬ 
tive state. 

Bardo. The Kagyu lineage distinguishes six bardos (intermediate states): 
(1) our normal waking experience, from the moment of birth until death, 
called “the bardo between birth and death” {skyeshi’i bardo)-, (2) the bardo 
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of the dream state, which is the time between when one falls asleep and 
the time of awakening, called “dream bardo” {rmi lam bar do)-, and (3) the 
“reality bardo” (chos nyid bar do), the time of unconsciousness that people 
experience when the mind is overwhelmed by death. This is called “real¬ 
ity bardo” because in this state the mind is thrown into its own nature, but 
ordinary beings are so confused that they tend to escape into unconscious¬ 
ness rather than confront it directly. 

The next stage in the process of death is called (4) “bardo of becoming” 
(.sridpa bardo). In this phase a person experiences all sorts of fantastic and 
terrifying sights, all of which are projections of mind, but no less real to 
the perceiver than the contents of ordinary waking consciousness. This 
stage begins at the first moment of awakening from unconsciousness and 
lasts until one takes rebirth in one of the six realms of cyclic existence. 18 It 
is called “bardo of becoming” because it leads to the next phase of one’s 
existence. 

A person who successfully practices meditation gains a greater familiar¬ 
ity with the mind, and such a person is able to enter (5) “the bardo of med¬ 
itative absorption” (bsam gtan bar do). This is a state of cessation in which 
one attains a meditative equipoise in which the senses are withdrawn from 
external objects and focused on a meditative object of observation. This 
bardo is said to last for the duration of successful meditation and ends 
when normal worldly consciousness resumes. 

The last bardo is (6) “the bardo of birth” (skyegnas bardo), which begins 
after the bardo of becoming. At this time, consciousness is attracted to a 
copulating couple in accordance with its past karma. The consciousness 
enters the zygote at the moment of fertilization, at which point the process 
of gestation and birth begins. This period of bardo lasts from the point of 
fertilization until the moment of physical birth. 

All of these bardos are common to beings caught up in cyclic existence, 
and in most of them one is propelled forward by the force of past karma. 
The bardos of death, however, are potentially liberating opportunities. A 
person with the proper meditative training can make great progress at this 
time because the coarse levels of mind that normally dominate one’s aware¬ 
ness drop away, and one actualizes very subtle states of mind that before 
death are only accessible to advanced meditators. A person who takes 
advantage of this opportunity can more easily become aware of the fun¬ 
damentally pure and luminous nature of mind than a living person in the 
normal waking state, and so Tibetan meditation theory stresses the impor- 
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tance of training prior to death. Kalu Rinpoche states that a person who 
correctly understands the workings of bardo realizes that the appearances 
of peaceful and wrathful deities, of colors and sounds and the like, are all 
projections of mind, and so is not frightened by them. Through deepen¬ 
ing this realization, 

liberation arises at the moment in the after-death state when con¬ 
sciousness can realize its experiences to be nothing other than mind 
itself.... The possibility of awakening in the after-death state rests 
upon three things. The first is the fundamentally enlightened nature 
of mind, the seed of Buddhahood, without which nothing would be 
possible. The second is the blessing inherent in the pure forms of the 
deities. The third is the connection we have established with those 
deities through empowerment, and the understanding we have, both 
intellectually and intuitively, of what is actually taking place. When 
all these three elements come together, the possibility exists of achiev¬ 
ing liberation during the instant of confronting the mandalas of the 
deities. 19 

If, however, one does not take advantage of this opportunity, one con¬ 
tinues on through the later stages and again undergoes rebirth in accor¬ 
dance with past karma. 

Transference of Consciousness. The practice of transference of consciousness 
has a number of levels, some of which are geared toward nonadepts, and 
others that are only attained by people who are very advanced on the path. 
For beginners, it is said that just receiving empowerments for this practice 
from a qualified lama can result in transference to a pure buddha land if 
one brings the teachings to mind at the time of death. After receiving the 
empowerment, a practitioner should develop a strong yearning for a pure 
buddha land and should continue to cultivate this throughout his life. If 
successful, at the moment of death the consciousness escapes through the 
“Brahma aperture” (the fontanel, which is the place at the crown of the 
head where the bones of the skull meet). A person who is about to die 
should also repeat the mantra hik over and over, as this is said to aid in the 
process of transference. 

According to the second Dalai Lama, it is best to begin this practice 
while one is healthy, because “once severe illness has set in one will not be 
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able to master the trainings, no matter how strong one’s wish may be.” 20 

If one is doing this while still healthy in order to practice for the time of 
actual death, pronouncing the mantra hik sends the consciousness out, and 
the mantra ka causes it to return. The process is repeated three times, and 
one sign of success is the appearance of a small hole (or sometimes a pus¬ 
tule) at the fontanel, out of which a small amount of blood or lymph flows. 

This practice may also be used at the time of death to transfer one’s con¬ 
sciousness into a suitable, newly deceased body. As an example, Marpa’s 
son, Darma Dode, died prematurely as a result of his father’s disobeying 
Naropa’s command to pass the teaching of “transference of consciousness” 
to Milarepa. Marpa instead only gave this teaching to Darma Dode, and 
the karmic consequence of his disobedience was his son’s death. Since 
Darma Dode knew how to effect the transfer of consciousness, at the 
moment of death he took over the body of a dove that had just died (which 
happened to be the only body available). Marpa then advised him to fly 
to India, which he did. There he found the body of a recently deceased 
brahman boy that was being carried in a funeral procession. Darma Dode 
entered and awakened the body, but one result was that this particular 
practice of transference was lost in Tibet. 

Other types of transference, however, are still practiced by Tibetan 
lamas, and the ordinary empowerments are widely bestowed on people 
who wish to have an “insurance policy” when they die. By receiving the 
empowerments, they hope to gain rebirth in a Buddhist pure land, where 
the conditions are optimal for attainment of buddhahood. 

Gampopa also identifies three levels of transference for tantric practi¬ 
tioners: (1) in the lowest, one manifests one’s consciousness in the gener¬ 
ation stage, and one is able to visualize oneself as a deity, such as Vajradhara 
or Vajravarahi; (2) in the next highest, one shifts oneself into an illusory 
body; and (3) the supreme level involves transferring consciousness into 
the realm of clear light, which is identified with the basic nature of mind 
and with the “rainbow body” of supreme buddhahood. 

All of these yogas serve to undermine fixed attachment to the phenom¬ 
ena of ordinary experience as being fixed and immutable. They give the 
successful meditator a measure of control over the unfolding of experience 
and allow him to manipulate it in ways that are thought to be impossible 
by people still bound by the conceptual limitations of ordinary beings. 
Even death is no longer the inevitable cessation of existence, but rather a 
doorway of opportunity for spiritual progress. 
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Mahamudra, the Great Seal 

There are three primary features of Kagyu tantric practice: (i) visualizing 
oneself as a deity and practice of sadhanas; (2) practice of inner yogas, 
which work with the subtle body; and (3) formless meditations, in which 
one rests in the nature of mind. All Kagyu schools emphasize the primacy 
of the great seal, which Kagyupas consider the essence of all Buddhist 
teachings. This essence lies not in the texts or doctrines of Buddhism, but 
rather in direct, personal realization of truth, which is epitomized in 
mahamudra practice. As Khenpo K5nchog Gyaltsen describes it, 

mahamudra ... is the Buddha nature, the basic mind within all sen¬ 
tient beings. To know it is to know the true nature of all phenom¬ 
ena, and to actualize it is to become a Buddha, to be one with all the 
Buddha qualities. 21 

Lobsang Lhalungpa states that the term mahamudra 

stands for the ultimate nature of mind and reality. Just as a royal seal 
wields unchallengeable authority, so the all-encompassing voidness 
of the ultimate reality prevails upon the cosmic phenomena. It also 
stands for the path of self-realization, which integrates authentic 
vision, contemplation, and action into one perfect insight. 22 

Like the practice of great perfection ( dzogchen ) in Nyingma, the path 
of great seal involves directly realizing the luminous nature of mind, which 
leads to instantaneous self-realization. 23 Kagyu tradition regards this as the 
most rapid of all paths to awakening. A meditator of sharp faculties who 
diligently pursues this path can reach awakening at any moment through 
directly experiencing the clear, luminous nature of mind, which in its 
essence is the same in buddhas and ordinary beings. 

In order to penetrate the mysteries of mahamudra, it is necessary to find 
an awakened teacher, a person who has successfully traversed the path and 
thus acquired the ability to look directly into the minds of students and 
skillfully guide them past the pitfalls they will encounter in their training. 
The student must have a strong desire to transcend the sufferings of cyclic 
existence, well-developed compassion for other sentient beings, a high 
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level of intelligence, and, most importantly, an intense and unwavering 
faith in the lama. 

Initially the student is expected to undergo the training of the prelim¬ 
inary practices, which help to purify past karma and focus one’s attention 
on the goal of awakening. This in turn brings blessings and empower¬ 
ments, which serve to overcome obstacles on the path. 

Great seal practice is divided into three aspects: basis, path, and result. 
The basis is correct understanding, which is founded on comprehending 
the nature of mind. The meditator quiets the mind through meditation 
that stabilizes it and thus begins a process of disengagement from the 
habitual tendencies of random, deluded thoughts. This is expanded by 
means of the practices of the path, which involve meditation on the nature 
of mind. The result is the culmination of the process, in which one actu¬ 
alizes the potential for buddhahood inherent in the nature of mind. 

Calm Abiding and Higher Insight 

After the student completes the preliminary practices, the next stage is cul¬ 
tivating calm abiding and higher insight. In the Kagyu system, the former 
involves a state of single-minded concentration in which one rests in the 
mind’s natural condition of blissful, clear awareness. This is a state in 
which one is able to focus on the object of observation for extended peri¬ 
ods of time without being distracted by either laxity or excitement. The 
former is the tendency to fall away from the object due to mental dullness, 
and the latter causes the meditator to lose the object due to becoming 
overly agitated. When these are in equipoise and one is able to focus on 
the object without wandering, one has attained calm abiding. 

Higher insight in this system involves analyzing the nature of mind 
within the meditative state and perceiving its pure, mirrorlike nature. Like 
a clear mirror, it reflects what is put in front of it, but its nature is eternally 
unsullied and unaffected by its contents. According to Kalu Rinpoche, 
higher insight 

is often called the experience of selflessness which has two aspects: 
the absence of a personal self, and the non-existence of all phenom¬ 
ena as independent entities. We begin to realize that the self and the 
objects we perceive as external lack any ultimate reality. 24 
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The Four Faults 

If mind is essentially pure and unsullied, then why do we not perceive the 
mind in its pure state? Why are we beguiled by appearances, drawn toward 
conceptuality, and motivated by mental afflictions? The answer, accord¬ 
ing to Kagyu teachers, is that ordinary beings have “four faults” that 
impede our realization of the omnipresent reality of mind. The first is that 
the mind is “too close” {nye drags) to us, and so we are unable to perceive 
it. Just as one never looks directly at one’s own face, the mind is too close 
to be perceived in its nature by one who has not undergone meditative 
training. 

The second fault is that the nature of mind is “too profound” (zab drags) 
because it is something completely beyond the scope of ordinary aware¬ 
ness. A person who correctly understands the true nature of mind is a bud- 
dha, and such understanding is unimaginable to ordinary beings. 

The third fault is that mahamudra is “too easy” (sla drags), and so ordi¬ 
nary people fail to grasp it. For one who has successfully actualized the 
highest realizations of mahamudra, direct perception of reality is sponta¬ 
neous and effortless. There is nothing easier than letting the mind remain 
in its natural state, and so finally there is nothing to do in the great seal— 
one simply lets the mind be what it is. 

The fourth fault is that awakening is “too excellent” [bzang drags), and 
so ordinary, deluded beings are unable even to begin to conceive what it 
is like. Buddhahood is the final actualization of one’s highest potential, the 
dawning of full realization of the primordial buddha nature that is inher¬ 
ent in the mind of every sentient being, but a person whose mind is bound 
to ordinariness, to conceptual thought and delusion, cannot even begin to 
imagine what it would be like to perceive reality as a buddha does. 


Understanding the Nature of Mind 
The path to overcoming the four faults initially involves developing pos¬ 
itive mental qualities, which serve to counteract the negative emotions that 
cloud the perception of ordinary beings. One must also cultivate pure 
devotion to the lama; this is said to be essential to successful meditation. 

Through following the lama’s instructions and engaging in meditation 
on the nature of the phenomena of experience, one finds that they are all 
empty of inherent existence and are merely manifestations of mind. Mind 
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is also found to be empty, and all of its apparent contents are illusory 
Through cultivating this insight, one realizes that all mental afflictions and 
negative mental states are empty like space, are not a part of one’s own 
nature, and are not different from mind. When an emotion like anger 
arises, one looks for its basis and decides that it is a manifestation of mind, 
and that mind is empty, clear, and unimpeded. Thus the emotion has no 
independent existence and has no real claim on one’s mind. 

Once one begins to perceive emotions in this way, their strength dimin¬ 
ishes, as does their motivating force. A thought or emotion is perceived as 
being essentially empty, a creation of mind. Mind itself is also empty, and 
so the emotive force is transmuted through this realization. There is no 
need to repress or suppress emotions, since they are nothing in themselves. 
The meditator should simply experience them as they appear, while sub¬ 
jecting them to scrutiny to determine whether or not they have any sub¬ 
stantial reality. Thus the arising of passions and afflictions becomes an 
occasion for meditative practice, and even powerful negative sensations 
like hatred, rage, lust, and so on are transformed into unconquerable bliss 
through realizing their lack of inherent existence. Wangchuk Dorje advises 
meditators, 

do not wander for even an instant. Be as (attentive as) when thread¬ 
ing a needle. Do not let your mind be turbulent, rather have it be like 
an ocean without any waves. Do not self-consciously try to accom¬ 
plish anything, rather fix your mind like an eagle soaring. Be com¬ 
pletely free from all expectations and worries. 25 

Meditative Therapy 

The method described above is very different from a number of currently 
popular therapy techniques in which people are urged to express negative 
emotions and painful past experiences in order to encounter them directly 
and thus overcome them through “catharsis.” These techniques think of 
the mind as a reservoir in which people store past memories and emotions, 
and the purpose of the therapy is to get them out in the open so that one 
can move beyond them. When the reservoir is dry, one achieves a state of 
psychic health. In Buddhist meditation, by contrast, the mind is empty, 
and so one’s mental state at any given moment is the result of the sort of 
emotions and thoughts one is currently producing. Because they too are 
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empty, there is no limit to the mental states that can arise. Any mental 
quality can be developed and cultivated limitlessly, whether this is a neg¬ 
ative tendency such as anger or a positive quality like compassion. If one 
chooses to work at anger, one’s capacity for anger will increase; conversely, 
a person who cultivates compassion can develop this quality limitlessly. 

We do, of course, tend to fall into patterns of thought and behavior, but 
Buddhist psychology contends that if we exert control over the process the 
mental continuum can be transformed through applying antidotes to neg¬ 
ative mental states. These are replaced by positive qualities concordant 
with the antidotes, and so the tendency to produce negative mental states 
progressively diminishes. As this occurs, the propensity toward positive 
and healthy mental attitudes becomes stronger. This is possible because 
the mind is empty, and, as Kalu Rinpoche states: 

If we are looking for a medicine to cure the disease of emotional 
imbalance, we are not going to find a better remedy than emptiness. 
Experiencing the emptiness of emotion is what liberates us from that 
need to recapture the balance, because we have not been knocked off 
balance by emotional upheavals in the first place. Contentment and 
well-being arise first and foremost from understanding the nature of 
mind and the nature of emotionality. 26 

Through continually examining the mind and realizing that mental 
states arise from emptiness and again pass into emptiness, one penetrates 
the true nature of mind. All thoughts and perceptions are recognized as 
mental creations, and mind itself is also understood to be unreal. Even 
such apparently obvious distinctions as subject and object, male and 
female, self and world are mental overlays on essentially undifferentiated 
experience. There is no inherently existent perceiver or perceived object, 
no good or evil, no cyclic existence or nirvana. A meditator who cultivates 
this insight enters into a state of spontaneous awareness in which all dis¬ 
tinctions are sublated in pure, nondual awareness. One perceives all sound 
as a union of sound and emptiness, all form—including one’s own phys¬ 
ical form—as a union of form and emptiness, and one realizes that mind 
and its contents are also a union of appearance and emptiness. The mind 
becomes liberated from the limitations of ordinary thought and percep¬ 
tion. One perceives that the mind is all-pervasive; like space, it has no outer 
limits, no boundaries, no color or form, no shape or size, no real qualities 
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of any kind. A meditator who reaches this level of awareness should strive 
to remain within this realization free from distractions, directly experienc¬ 
ing the essential emptiness of mind without clinging to or being disturbed 
by thoughts and concepts. 

The meditator comprehends that mind and its thoughts are neither the 
same nor completely different. If they were the same, then there would be 
no way to bring conceptual thoughts to rest, since they would be of the 
nature of mind itself. If mind and thoughts were different, then one could 
have thoughts without a mind. The great seal adept realizes that the rela¬ 
tionship between the two transcends what can be encompassed by con¬ 
ceptual thought and that thoughts are the temporary play of mind. They 
have no more ultimate reality than the fleeting images of dreams. The 
nature of mind is pure and clear, primordially undisturbed by the images 
that appear to it. The meditator strives to remain in a state of simply 
observing these images within being aware that they are mind’s sport. 

Effects and Benefits of the Training 

Mahamudra adepts are particularly renowned for developing supranormal 
powers, which are said to result from cultivating the insight that the phe¬ 
nomena of experience are the play of mind. The phenomenal world is 
viewed as empty, as a projection of mind, and those who fully realize this 
are able to manifest miracles and to actually transform the phenomenal 
world in accordance with their wishes. Kalu Rinpoche contends that 

by understanding this and coming to experience it, teachers such as 
Milarepa can demonstrate miracles and make things happen contrary 
to the normal laws that govern the universe. If the universe were 
something ultimately real in its own right, its laws would be invio¬ 
lable, and miraculous events impossible. In fact, the laws governing 
conventional reality are flexible, and once we realize this we have at 
least some limited power to manipulate the phenomenal world . 27 

This is only possible for a person who is free from attachment to con¬ 
ceptual thought. As long as the mind clings to “reality” as being solid and 
immutable, one is limited by such conceptions. By contrast, a person who 
knows phenomena and mind to be of one nature of emptiness perceives 
them as malleable, transitory images arising from emptiness and receding 
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again into emptiness. This state is referred to as “the union of appearance 
and emptiness” (snang stong zung jug). 

The more one remains in this state, the greater one’s equanimity 
becomes. Distraction diminishes, and eventually one reaches the state of 
“one-pointedness,” in which one is able to focus on a single thing for 
extended periods of time without distraction. The next important level of 
progress is one in which the yogi is able to engage in meditation sponta¬ 
neously, with little mental effort. Simply thinking of meditation on the 
nature of mind is enough to bring about the experience, and awareness of 
the wonderful simplicity of mind pervades all the yogi’s activities. This 
stage is termed “simplicity.” Gampopa describes this as “understanding the 
essential state of that awareness [of one-pointedness] as non-arising 
[emptiness], which transcends conceptual modes of reality and unreal¬ 
ity .” 28 One eliminates conceptual superimpositions, even such notions as 
existence and nonexistence. Phenomena are viewed in their most simple 
aspect, free from terms and concepts. 

The stage of simplicity is followed by the level of “one taste,” in which 
all of one’s experiences—all thoughts, emotions, desires, and so on—are 
perceived as being of one taste with the essential emptiness of mind. Prior 
to this stage, one’s equanimity is easily distracted, and one is only able to 
meditate for periods of a few minutes, but a yogi at the level of “one taste” 
can sustain meditative concentration for extended periods and apply it to 
all types of mental states. The perception of these as being of one taste of 
emptiness, and as being of the nature of mind, becomes so pervasive that 
one no longer has to exert any effort in meditation. Wangchuk Dorje states 
that 

on the stages of a single taste, appearances and the mind become 
completely mixed. At the early stages all things of a dual nature mix 
into an equal taste of Voidness. At the intermediate, appearances and 
the mind are like water mixed with water. At the advanced you see 
the arisal of the five types of pristine awareness out of the same taste . 29 

According to Pakmodrupa’s explanation, 

By meditating on the one flavor of all things 

The meditator will cognize the one flavor of all these things. 

The diversity of appearances and nonappearances, 
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Mind and empdness, emptiness and nonemptiness, 

Are all of one flavor, nondifferentiable in their intrinsic emptiness. 
Understanding and lack of understanding are of one flavor, 
Equipoise and postequipoise are nondifferentiable, 

Meditation and absence of meditation are unified into one flavor, 
Discrimination and lack of discrimination are of one flavor 
In the expanse of reality. 30 

At this point, meditation becomes a spontaneous experience of the 
nature of mind, and one no longer even thinks of meditating. Since one 
is always meditating, there is no distinction between meditation and non¬ 
meditation. As thoughts arise, they are understood to come from empti¬ 
ness and return to emptiness. This level is termed “beyond meditation.” 

Even ordinary meditation at some point becomes a hindrance to real¬ 
izing the natural, spontaneous, free flow of mind. At this point, one’s med¬ 
itation is effortless, and one lets go of any attachment to meditation. One 
cultivates the understanding that all appearances, thoughts, emotions, and 
forms are merged into the primordially pure truth body and that one has 
from beginningless time been awakened. Nothing new is added, and noth¬ 
ing is taken away; rather, the innate luminosity of mind asserts itself and 
one abides in unshakable equanimity. One is unfettered by conceptuality, 
remains in the state of bliss characteristic of buddhas, and one is able to 
act spontaneously for the benefit of others. As Jikden Sumgdn describes 
this, 

mahamudra is simply this self-awareness. Sustaining this practice 
without distraction is cultivation of the fundamental Truth Body. 
That which brings about enhancement of mahamudra is devotion to 
the excellent lama. To understand every appearance whatsoever as the 
Truth Body is to understand mahamudra. To realize conceptuality as 
the Truth Body is to realize mahamudra. The happiness that arises 
both in cyclic existence and beyond it is the quality of mahamudra. 
The benefiting of beings by the Four Bodies is the activity of 
mahamudra. 31 

The meditator who successfully actualizes this state sees all mental phe¬ 
nomena as merely illusory fabrications. They become merged into the 
truth body, which is identified with the nature of mind. Awakening is of 
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the nature of all thought, and a person in this state recognizes this in every 
moment. In this way, the meditator quickly actualizes the state of Vajra- 
dhara, which is possible because there is no real difference between the 
mind of Vajradhara and the minds of ordinary beings caught up in cyclic 
existence. A person who comprehends this instantly eliminates the men¬ 
tal obscurations that previously concealed this fact. The meditator thus 
overcomes the limitations that hinder ordinary beings, and all of reality is 
perceived as the spontaneous play of mind. The primordially pure nature 
of mind is realized as the truth body, and one actualizes one’s full poten¬ 
tial of awakening. 

The final level of attainment is a state of pure spontaneity, radical free¬ 
dom of thought and action without boundaries. All previous limitations 
are transcended, and there is nothing that one must do, no rules, and no 
set guidelines. Even imagining such a state is disquieting for ordinary 
beings, who are always constrained by notions of who and what they are, 
of what must be done, of gender, age, nationality, clan, expectations, and 
habitual patterns of behavior. The mahamudra adept has no foundation 
on which to stand, no fixed identity, and is utterly free. He or she perceives 
phenomena through naked awareness, without the mediation of presup¬ 
positions or concepts, as they are in reality, and this reality has no solidity, 
no fixed nature, and it is utterly malleable. Reality is what one makes it, 
and one’s freedom is absolute. This is the realm ofbuddhas, who transcend 
all limitations and develop godlike powers, the ability to know whatever 
they wish, and insight into the minds of other beings. Their compassion¬ 
ate activity for the benefit of others arises spontaneously from their nature, 
without planning or hesitation. While understanding the concerns of ordi¬ 
nary beings, they are not bound by them, and their actions are the play of 
the luminous nature of mind. 

Cho, “Cutting Off” 

Cho (gcod) is a meditative technique developed in Tibet as a tool to help 
people eliminate attachment to the ego. The system is traditionally traced 
back to Padampa Sangye (ca. eleventh-twelfth centuries), an Indian 
tantric yogi whose disciple Machik Lapdron (1055-1143) 32 codified and 
refined his teachings into the developed practice of cho . 33 Traditional biog¬ 
raphies report that Machik was born an Indian brahman male near Vara¬ 
nasi. He became a Buddhist, after which he engaged in a debate with a 
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group of heretics. He won the debate, but was told by a dakini that he 
should flee in order to avoid their planned revenge. The dakini told him 
to go to Tibet, and then separated his consciousness from his body and 
transferred it to Tibet, where it was reborn in Me province in a female 
body. 

At an early age, Machik was deeply interested in Buddhist practice. She 
was also unconcerned with her physical appearance and shunned society. 
She is reported to have married a tantric yogi named Topa Bhadra, after 
which she gave birth to three sons and two daughters. Later in life she met 
Padampa Sangye, who gave her tantric instructions. His student Gyodon 
Sonam Lama became her root guru. After studying with him for awhile, 
she built a hermitage, where she remained for the rest of her life. During 
her later years she attracted a number of disciples and systematized the 
practice of chd. iA She reportedly died at the age of ninety-five at her her¬ 
mitage in Sangri Khangmar, in the area of Hlokha. She is widely believed 
to have been an emanation either of the buddhaTara or of a wisdom dakini 
who took birth as Machik in order to transmit the practice of cho to the 
world of humans. 

The term cho literally means “cutting off,” indicating that through this 
practice one severs the tendency to cling to the body and to a sense of “I.” 
Its purpose is to destroy attachment through cultivating visions in which 
the body—which is the pivotal point of intersection for ego-clinging and 
its resultant mental afflictions—is offered as a sacrifice. Cho involves med¬ 
itative practices and rituals in which one visualizes one’s body being cut 
up and devoured by demons, leaving behind nothing toward which attach¬ 
ment can arise . 35 Cho is based on the idea that the body is empty of inher¬ 
ent existence and unworthy of interest. In keeping with Buddhist teachings 
that ignorance and desire are the root causes of suffering, cho practition¬ 
ers seek to uproot them through offering their bodies as food for demons, 
leaving behind a purified consciousness that no longer clings to physical 
things. 

Through offering up one’s body one undermines the tendency to reify 
such dichotomies as subject and object, self and others, and conventional 
ideas of good and evil. Thus one recognizes that one’s fears are only the 
result of mental afflictions, which themselves are empty of inherent exis¬ 
tence. In order to confront them directly, a cho practitioner enacts a com¬ 
plex drama consisting of visualizations, rituals, and prayers in which deities 
and demons are initially conjured up, but later found to be insubstantial, 
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utterly lacking inherent existence, and products of mind. According to 
Jamgon Kongtriil, this practice involves 

accepting willingly what is undesirable, throwing oneself defiantly 
into unpleasant circumstances, realising that gods and demons are 
one’s own mind, and ruthlessly severing self-centered arrogance 
through an understanding of the sameness of self and others . 36 

Practitioners of cho often underscore their lack of concern with physi¬ 
cal things by neglecting their outward appearance. Well known among 
Tibetans for their often unconventional behavior, cho adepts commonly 
frequent cemeteries, dark forests, deserted wastes, and other frightening 
places which are believed to be the preferred abodes of demons and spir¬ 
its. In order to prepare themselves for their encounters with powerful 
forces, they generally approach frightening spots with a particular gait. 
This is believed to help in overcoming demons . 37 In addition, they are 
often armed with ritual instruments symbolic of their triumph over pri¬ 
mal fears concerning death and demonic forces, such as a trumpet made 
from a human femur ( rkanggling ) and a small hand drum called a damaru. 
Purposely traveling to frightening places, they seek to confront their deep¬ 
est fears, which their studies and meditations on the perfection of wisdom 
have revealed to be only mental creations. Although the demons they meet 
appear to be real, substantial entities, they are products of the unconscious 
and cannot exist independently of the mind. Those who fully recognize 
this transmute their demons into the light of undifferentiated awareness, 
free from all afflictions. 

Unlike other types of Buddhist practices, cho does not seek to avoid 
potentially harmful forces, but rather purposely seeks contact with them, 
because through this one may subdue them and thus overcome their power 
over one’s thoughts. As a result of the control they gain over evil forces, 
chopas (practitioners of cho) are believed to be immune from disease, and 
they are often asked to cure illness and end plagues. 

Despite their often unkempt appearance, chopas are required to develop 
strict discipline. This is essential in dealing with inimical forces, because 
an uncontrolled mind will succumb to the primal fears that surface in the 
perceptions of people faced with demons and malevolent spirits. Based on 
perfection of wisdom doctrines of emptiness, cho teaches that all demons 
are empty of inherent existence. They are products of the mind, and in cho 
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rituals these inimical forces are used to represent one’s own mental 
afflictions. According to Machik, through confronting and defeating 
apparently external demons, one “cuts off” the power of one’s internal 
demons and eventually eliminates them. 

What we call devils are not materially existing individuals .... A 
devil means anything which hinders us in our achievement of liber¬ 
ation. Consequently, even kind and loving friends and companions 
may become devils as far as liberation is concerned. In particular, 
there is no greater devil than this present ego-clinging, and because 
of this all the devils will rear their ugly heads as long as one has not 
severed this clinging to ego . 38 

The central practice of cho involves making an offering of one’s body to 
demons, deities, and dakinis. This is said to be an expression of the “per¬ 
fection of generosity,” in which one cultivates an attitude of willingness to 
give up all one has—even one’s own body—in order to benefit other sen¬ 
tient beings. The offerings to demons are divided into several types of 
“feasts,” the most important of which are “red feasts” (dmar ’gyed) and 
“white feasts” {dkar ’gyed). In red feasts, the body is cut up into bloody 
parts and offered to flesh-eating demons, who consume one’s flesh, leav¬ 
ing behind a consciousness purified of defilements. White feasts involve 
visualizations in which one mentally transforms the body into light-col¬ 
ored ambrosia, after which deities feast on it and are satisfied. In the white 
offering, all the parts of one’s body become idealized symbols, as is indi¬ 
cated in the following passage, which outlines the process: 

One’s mind re-emerges from the heart of Machikma in the form of 
a red An which becomes Dorje Phagmo [a wrathful dakini]. With the 
hooked knife in her right hand she divides up one’s own inanimate 
form. Briskly peeling off the skin, she spreads it out and on it piles 
the corpse; the skin is the golden ground, the blood and lymph are 
lakes of sweet-scented water, fingers and toes form the iron moun¬ 
tains of the perimeter, the trunk is the massive central mountain, the 
four limbs are the four continents and their sub-continents, the head 
is the residence of the gods, the eyes form the sun and the moon, the 
heart is the wish-fulfilling jewel, and the inner organs become the 
eight delights, etc. This array of all manner of excellent things, com- 
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plete and entire, resembles Samantabhadra’s offering clouds: their 
extent, like space, is unlimited .... Meditate that the offering pro¬ 
duces the gathering of the accumulations and the purifying of veils 
for oneself and all other living beings, after which [you should] rest 
in a state where the three spheres are completely purified . 39 

Both red and white feasts begin with the meditator ejecting the con¬ 
sciousness from the body, after which the mind is visualized as being that 
of a fully awakened buddha or dakini. The lifeless corpse is offered as a 
sacrifice in a ritual designed to sever all physical attachments and elimi¬ 
nate mental defilements. Tantric practices are an important aspect of cho, 
which incorporates tantric visualizations, as well as tantric deities and 
dakinis. Among the more important dakinis are Vajrayogini—who com¬ 
monly appears in the aspect of the fierce Vajravarahi or Troma—and the 
Tibetan saints Machik Lapdron and Yeshe Tsogyel, who are believed to 
have been dakinis who took human form. 

The inception of the practice of cho is closely associated with the Kagyu 
lineage, but it has been adopted by the other orders ofTibetan Buddhism 
as well. The fifth Dalai Lama, for example, is reported to have become a 
practitioner of cho after receiving instructions from Terdak Lingpa. 
Machik also holds the distinction of being the only Tibetan lama whose 
lineage was transmitted to India. During the time she was teaching in her 
hermitage in Sangri Khangmar, a group of brahmans from India visited 
her, received her instructions, and were reportedly so impressed that they 
brought them back to India and taught cho to others, after which it became 
popular among Indian tantric yogis. 


Notes 

1. In his introduction to The Life of the Saint ofGtsah (New Delhi, 1969), Gene Smith 
indicates that there are several ways of construing the term Kagyu ; E. Gene Smith, 
Among Tibetan Texts: History and Literature of the Himalayan Plateau (Boston: Wis¬ 
dom Publications, 2001), p. 40. 

2. According to his biography, Naropa underwent twelve major trials and twelve lesser 
trials. 

3. His biography is translated by Herbert Guenther in The Life and Teachings of Naropa 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963). 

4. According to the Kagyu tradition, he was not an ordinary person, but rather a mani- 
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festation of Dombi Heruka who took the form ofMarpa in order to facilitate the trans¬ 
mission of the Kagyu lineage to Tibet. For translations of his biography, see The Life 
of Marpa the Translator, tr. Nalanda Translation Committee (Boulder, CO: Prajna 
Press, 1982) and Jacques Bacot, La vie de Marpa, le “tradacteur, ’’(Paris: Paul Geuthner, 
1937 )- 

5. For further information on his life and teachings, see Lobsang Lhalungpa, The Life of 
Milarepa (Boston: Shambhala, 1977); John Powers, “Conflict and Resolution in the 
Biography of Milarepa,” Tibet Journal 17.1, Spring 1992; Garma C.C. Chang, The 
Hundred Thousand Songs of Milarepa (Boulder: Shambhala, 1989); and W.Y. Evans- 
Wentz, Tibet’s Great Yogi Milarepa (London: Oxford University Press, 1928). 

6. The sixteenth Gyelwa Karmapa, Rangjung Rikpe Dorje, was a major figure in the dis¬ 
semination of the Kagyu lineage in the West. After his death, the search for his suc¬ 
cessor was complicated by the fact that the seventeenth Karmapa was born in Tibet. 
Fie has now been recognized and was officially enthroned at Tsurpu Monastery on 
September 27, 1992. He later escaped from his Chinese guards and made his way to 
India, and presently resides in Dharamsala. His recognition has been complicated by 
the opposition of Shamar Rinpoche, who has proposed another boy as the true 
Karmapa. The fight over the succession has been marked by acrimony and even occa¬ 
sional violence, and several cases are making their way through the Indian courts. 

7. See George Roerich, tr., The Blue Annals (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1976), pp. 
454-456. For a traditional biography of Gampopa, see The Life of Gamp op a: The 
Incomparable Dharma Lord of Tibet, tr. Jampa Mackenzie Stewart (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 
1995) and Life and Teachings of Gampopa, tr. Thrangu Rinpoche (Auckland, NZ: Zhy- 
isil Chokyi Ghatsal Trust, 2004). 

8. Blue Annals, p. 455. 

9. Ibid., p. 456. 

10. Some interesting findings concerning the physiological effects of this practice have 
been reported by Dr. Herbert Benson in “Mind/Body Interactions including Tibetan 
Studies,” in Mind Science, H.H. the Dalai Lama et al. (Boston: Wisdom, 1991), pp. 
37-48. See also Benson et ah, “Body Temperature Changes during the Practice of 
gTum-mo (Heat) Yoga,” Nature 295 (1982), pp. 234-236, and M.S. Malhotra et al., 
“Three Case Reports of the Metabolic and Electroencephalographic Changes During 
Advanced Buddhist Meditative Techniques,” Behavioral Medicine 16 (1990), pp. 
90-95. 

11. See chapter 9, “Tantra.” 

12. See, for example, Selected Works of Dalai Lama II, pp. 117-118. 

13. The five aggregates ( phungpo, skandhd) are the constituents of the psychophysical con¬ 
tinuum on the basis of which we create false notions of “I” and “mine”: form, feel¬ 
ings, discriminations, consciousness, and compositional factors. See chapter 2, “Some 
Important Buddhist Doctrines.” 

14. A good example of this analogy is found in the opening part of the first chapter of the 
Sutra Explaining the Thoxight. See The Wisdom of Buddha ( Samdhinirmocana Sutra), 
tr. John Powers (Berkeley: Dharma Publishing, 1994), chapter 1. 

15. Herbert Guenther, tr., The Life and Teachings of Naropa, 

16. Ibid., pp. 68-69. 

17. See Selected Works of the Dalai Lama LL, pp. I34ff. Niguma (or Vimalas'ri) was a con¬ 
sort of Naropa who is said to have attained awakening. Naropa divided the teach¬ 
ings he had received between his disciples, and Niguma received the six yogas, which 
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she in turn passed on to her own disciples, most notably Kyungpo Nenjor. He 
brought her teachings to Tibet, where they became associated with the Kagyu order. 
The six yogas are also practiced by adherents of the Sakya, Geluk, and Nyingma 
orders. 

18. These are the state of gods, demi-gods, humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and hell 
beings. 

19. Kalu Rinpoche, The Dharma, p. 61. 

20. Selected Works of Dalai Lama II, p. 143. 

21. Khenpo Konchog Gyaltsen, tr. The Garland of Mahamudra Practices, p. 14. 

22. Takpo Tashi Namgyal, Mahamudra: The Quintessence of Mind and Meditation, tr. Lob- 
sang P. Lhalungpa (Boston: Shambhala, 1986), p. xxi. See also pp. 92-94, in which 
Takpo Tashi Namgyal discusses various ways of construing this term. 

23. The similarities between dzogchen and mahamudra have been noted by Lobsang 
Lhalungpa in his introduction to Mahamudra: The Quintessence of Mind and Medita¬ 
tion, p. xxxvii, and by Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche in his translation of a text by Karma 
Chakme Rinpoche I entitled The Union of Mahamtidra and Dzogchen (Hong Kong: 
Rangjung Yeshe, 1989). It should be noted that although mahamudra is most closely 
associated with Kagyu, other orders ofTibetan Buddhism have their own mahamudra 
practices. The Geluk order, for instance, highly values a text entitled T he Bright Lamp 
of Mahamudra, composed by Losang Chogi Nyima (1570-1662), the first Panchen 
Lama. An important work of the Sakya order is a text by Sakya Pandita (1181-1251) 
entitled The Eye-Opening Tools of Mahamudra. 

24. Kalu Rinpoche, The Dharma, p. 119. 

25. Wangchuk Dorje, Karmapa IX, The Mahamudra Eliminating the Darkness of Igno¬ 
rance, tr. Alexander Berzin (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 
1978), p. 52. 

26. Kalu Rinpoche, The Gem Ornament, p. 151. 

27. Kalu Rinpoche, The Dharma, p. 116. 

28. Quoted in Mahd?nudrd: The Quntessence of Mind and Meditation, p. 358. 

29. The Mahamudra Eliminating the Darkness of Ignorance, p. 143. 

30. Quoted in Mahamudra: The Quntessence of Mind and Meditation, p. 360. 

31. Quoted in The Garland of Mahamudra Practices, p. 94. 

32. These dates are taken from Sumpa Khenpo’s Re’u mig, in Dpag bsam Ijon bzang, part 
3 (ed. Lokesh Chandra; New Delhi: International Institute of Indian Culture, 1959). 
According to T.G. Dhongthog Rinpoche, however, Machik was born in 1031 {Impor¬ 
tant Events in Tibetan History, Delhi, 1968, p. 86). 

33. A good source for the life and thought of Padampa Sangye is Barbara Aziz, ed., The 
Tradition ofPha Dam-pa Sahs-rgyas (Thimphu: Druk Sherik Parkhang, 1979, 5 vols.); 
volume 5 contains a biographical sketch (pp. 324-363). 

34. Janet Gyatso (“The Gcod Tradition,” in Barbara Aziz and Matthew Kapstein, eds., 
Soundings in Tibetan Civilization', New Delhi: Manohar Publications, 1985, p. 332) 
reports that it is often stated that Machik codified teachings she received from others, 
and gave her new system the name “ cho.” 

35. As Rinjing Dorje and Ter Ellingson note, many of these rituals use music and dance 
(see Rinjing Dorje and Ter Ellingson, “Explanation of the gCod da ma ru\ An Explo¬ 
ration of Musical Instrument Symbolism,” Asian Music 10.2, 1979, pp. 63-91). 

36. Cutting Through Ego-Clinging, tr. Anila Rinchen Palmo (Landrevie, France: Dzam- 
bala, 1988), p. 11. 
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37. Four of the most well-known gaits are referred to as “hero tiger,” “dancing dakini,” 
“swift black snake,” and “proud yogi.” 

38. Cutting Throiigh Ego-Clinging, p. 52. 

39. Ibid., p. 28. 




14. Sakya 


Origins of the Sakya Tradition 

T he Sakya order traces its origins to India, particularly to 
the great adept Virupa, who is the first human to dissem¬ 
inate the most distinctive of its teachings, the practices of 
“path and result” (lam ’bras; pronounced “lamdre”). 
According to traditional histories, Virupa was born in 
Bengal during the reign of King Devapala. As a child he entered the 
monastic university of Somapuri, where he was given the ordination name 
Dharmapala . 1 In the monastery, he pursued the standard scholastic cur¬ 
riculum and tantric studies. During the day he devoted himself to the three 
duties of a scholar-monk: debate, teaching, and writing. At night he 
engaged in secret tantric practices. He received the initiation and empow¬ 
erment of Cakrasamvara and assiduously applied himself to tantric litur¬ 
gical cycles ( sadhana ) and meditation, but with little result. He repeated 
the mantra of Cakrasamvara twenty million times, but after twelve years 
he could see no signs of progress. He began to fear that he lacked the nec¬ 
essary karmic connections for tantric practice. 

In what appeared to be a confirmation of his fears, he had a series of 
dreams that contained disturbing images. In one, he saw a huge fire burn¬ 
ing in the lower end of a valley, while a flood came from the upper end. 
In another, hailstorms raged, huge glaciers fell, and icicles and icebergs 
appeared in the sky. In an even more disturbing dream, he saw his lama, 
meditational deity (yi dam, ista-devata ), and spiritual guides hanging 
upside down or with their faces torn apart, noses cut off, eyes gouged out, 
and blood dripping. He interpreted the images as indications that his prac¬ 
tice and realization were degenerating, and so in despair he threw his 
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prayer beads in a urinal and resolved to devote himself only to exoteric 
Mahayana practices. 

When the time came for evening prayers, he did not have his rosary, but 
the tantric deity Nairatmya (consort of Hevajra) appeared to him and pre¬ 
sented him with a beautifully carved set of beads. She told him that she 
was the buddha with whom he had a karmic connection and that hence¬ 
forth he should treat her as his meditational deity. She then informed him 
that his interpretation of his dreams was incorrect and that his practice had 
indeed been effective. What he took to be inauspicious signs in fact were 
indications of spiritual accomplishment: he had attained the level of “heat” 
{drod, usmagata ) of the path of preparation and would soon enter the path 
of seeing. The vital energy of his mind was about to merge in the syllables 
ksa and ma in the navel cakra (Ite ba’i ’khor, nabhimandala ). The rising fire 
and descending flood were indications of the immanent movement of vital 
energies and mastery of heat yoga (dumb). The circulation of subtle drops 
was symbolized by the hailstorms, icicles, and icebergs. The appearances 
of his lama and preceptors were signs that he was about to transcend 
attachment to conventional perceptions. When this was explained to him, 
he immediately realized that all appearances are manifestations of mind. 
Traditional sources indicate that Virupa’s failure to recognize the true 
significance of his dream visions was due to the fact that his guru had not 
properly prepared him for such events . 2 

The following evening, Nairatmya again appeared in her mandala of 
fifteen goddesses and bestowed tantric empowerments on Virupa. As a 
result, he attained the first bodhisattva level and the path of seeing. After 
twenty-nine days he reached the sixth bodhisattva level. He later collected 
Nairatmya’s instructions in his most important text, the Vajra Verses , 3 

Virupa returned to diligent practice, and after another twelve years 
arrived at the supreme realization of the great seal ( phyag rgya chen po, 
mahamudra). At this point, he knew that he had transcended the narrow 
confines of monastic life, and he began to behave in ways that caused his 
fellow monks concern. On one occasion he asked an attendant to make 
him a pie with the pigeons that roosted in the eaves of the monastery, 
which went against the monks’ vows never to take life. 

An older monk noticed that the pigeons had disappeared, and when he 
inquired about this he was informed that Virupa had ordered them made into 
a pie. The monk went to investigate this disturbing story and found Virupa 
sitting down to his meal. The outraged monk had Virupa expelled from 
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the monastery for this flagrant violation. Virupa removed his robes after pros¬ 
trating in front of a buddha image and left with no regrets, since he realized 
that he had transcended the need for monastic structures and restrictions. 

Before leaving, he ordered his attendants to bring the scraps of bone and 
wings left over from the pigeon pie, and then snapped his fingers, at which 
point the pigeons were all restored to life and flew away. He told the amazed 
spectators that the pie and dead pigeons were merely an illusion. Virupa 
had become a master siddha (a tantric adept) and had control over life and 
death. He could create appearances at will, and the limitations of ordinary 
people no longer applied to him. Before leaving, he renounced his monas¬ 
tic appellation and gave himself the name Virupa, meaning “ugly” or “ill- 
formed,” symbolizing his nonattachment to worldly conventions. 

After departing the monastery, he traveled widely, and stories of his 
miraculous deeds circulated wherever he went. One of the most famous 
of these concerns his visit to a small village, where he entered a tavern and 
ordered food and wine. After finishing the first flagon, he asked for more, 
and as he continued to drink heavily the tavern keeper became concerned 
about Virupa’s ability to pay. Virupa assured him that he would pay for his 
food and drink shortly, and then he stuck his dagger in the table in front 
of him, saying, “When the sun crosses this dagger, I will pay you.” Satis¬ 
fied, the tavern keeper waited for the sun to move past the dagger, but with 
his magic power Virupa kept the sun from moving in the sky. 

For almost three days Virupa sat in the tavern with the sun motionless 
overhead, drinking huge quantities of wine. The sun scorched the town, 
endangering the crops and causing the townspeople to complain of the 
heat, until finally they petitioned the king to save them. In order to get 
the sun to move again, the king had to pay Virupa’s bar bill, after which 
he allowed the sun to resume its course. 

He subsequently traveled all over India, amazing people with wondrous 
displays of yogic power, and he used his abilities to convert sentient beings 
to Buddhism. He is reported to have lived for seven hundred years, dur¬ 
ing which he performed countless miraculous deeds, and finally he 
attained complete liberation and ascended to the heaven of the dakinis. 


The Sakya Order in Tibet 

The Sakya tradition in Tibet begins with the establishment of a monas¬ 
tery in an area called Sakya, in the province ofTsang in south-central Tibet. 
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The name “Sakya” literally means “gray earth,” because the ground in this 
area was of gray color, which was considered auspicious. Sakya Monastery 
was founded in 1073 by Gonchok Gyelpo (1034-1102), and with the later 
ascension to power of the Sakya lineage this became one of Tibet’s great 
monastic centers. Gonchok Gyelpo was a disciple of the translator Drokmi 
(ca. 993-1077), who had traveled to Nepal and India, where he studied 
Sanskrit with Santipa, one of the great masters of his day and author of a 
commentary on the Hevajra Tantra. Drokmi brought the text to Tibet and 
translated it, and it later became the basic text of Sakya tantric practice. 

Gonchok Gyelpo’s choice of the site of Sakya Monastery was a fortu¬ 
itous one, because it was at the nexus of major trading routes. It was a con¬ 
necting point for the rich agricultural lands around Shigatse, the Nepal 
Valley, and the lands of the Tibetan nomads, which supplied the rest of 
Tibet with butter and wool. The Sakyapas capitalized on the investment 
opportunities that their location provided them, with the result that the 
fortunes of the order rose quickly. 

According to traditional histories, the importance of the site had been 
foreseen by Atis'a. On his journey to Tibet in 1040, he saw an elephant¬ 
shaped mountain named Ponpori while he rested at the bank of a river 
that flows by the base of the mountain. On its slopes, he saw a patch of 
gray earth and two black wild yaks grazing near it. He told one of his atten¬ 
dants that this was an auspicious place and that the two yaks symbolized 
that in the future two emanations of the buddha Mahakala would mani¬ 
fest there. 4 

Atis'a made prostrations in the direction of the gray patch of earth, and 
while he did so seven shining images of the syllable dhl (the seed-syllable 
of Manjus'ri, embodiment of wisdom) appeared on the ground, along with 
the syllables hrih and hum , symbolic of Avalokites'vara (embodiment of 
compassion) and Vajrapani (embodiment of skillful actions). Atis'a told his 
attendants that the appearance of the mantric syllables indicated that in 
the future seven incarnations of Manjus'ri would manifest there, along 
with one each of Avalokites'vara and Vajrapani. Sakya lineage histories con¬ 
tend that this prediction was fulfilled in nine great scholars of the lineage. 5 

The Khon Lineage 

Just as traditional Sakya histories indicate that the main monastery of 
Sakya was presaged by auspicious events, so also the Khon family (which 
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founded and continues to direct the Sakya tradition) is said to have had 
auspicious beginnings. 6 In the distant past, three brothers of the heavenly 
race called Hla Rik descended from the Abhasvara heaven and landed on 
the peak of a salt-crystal mountain in Tibet. The two eldest brothers, Chi¬ 
ring and Yuring, then returned to the heavens, but Yuse, the youngest, 
stayed on earth with his family. His great-grandson, Yapang Kye, married 
Yadruk Silima, who gave birth to a boy named Khdn Bargye. Khdn Bar- 
gye is said to be the founder of the Khon family. 

For generations the Khon were closely associated with the Nyingma lin¬ 
eage, and Khon Bargye’s son Khdn Nagaraksita was reportedly a student 
of Padmasambhava and one of the seven Tibetan “probationers” who were 
initiated at Samye and became the first Tibetan monks. 

The Sakya patronage of Nyingma ended when Khon Bargye’s descen¬ 
dant Sherap Tsiiltrim saw a public display of tantric ritual at a Nyingma 
center. Sherap Tsiiltrim was outraged that secret rites were being per¬ 
formed for the entertainment of the populace, and he felt that such public 
advertisement of tantric mysteries cheapened them and did immeasurable 
harm to people who were not prepared for them. He concluded that 
because this cavalier attitude toward esoteric rites it was no longer possi¬ 
ble for people to gain liberation through following Nyingma practices, and 
he decided to separate the Khon family from Nyingma. 

Eschewing the older tantras favored by the Nyingmapas, he sent his 
younger brother, Gonchok Gyelpo, to study the new tantric translations 
with Drokmi. Through his studies with Drokmi and his students, Gdn- 
chok Gyelpo gained a comprehensive understanding of Vajrayana, as well 
as sutra literature and philosophical treatises. At the age of forty, having 
become widely recognized as one of the great Buddhist scholars of his day, 
he decided to build a monastery. The place he chose was the patch of gray 
earth near Ponpori mountain that Atisa had predicted would be the site 
of a great place of Buddhist learning. 


The Development and Dissemination of Sakya 
Doctrines and Practices 

Gdnchok Gyelpo’s son, the “Great Sakyapa” (Sa chen ) Giinga Nyingpo 
(1092-1158), played an important role in systematizing Sakya teachings. 7 
An accomplished scholar with a comprehensive knowledge of Buddhist 
learning, he brought together sutra and tantra practices and doctrines in 
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a synthetic vision of the path. According to Sakyapa accounts, he was an 
incarnation of Manjus'ri, and he received teachings directly from Manjus'ri. 

Among the most important of these were four injunctions given to him 
by Manjus'ri when he was twelve years old that became an important basis 
for commentary by later Sakya masters: 

If you cling to this life, then you are not a dharma practitioner. 

If you cling to existence, then you do not have renunciation. 

If you are attached to your own interests, then you do not have the 
mind of awakening. 

If you hold to [a position], then you do not have the correct view. 

Sachen immediately realized that these verses summarized all of the 
essential teachings and practices of Buddhism. They later became the basis 
of the cycle of Sakya teachings called “separation from the four attach¬ 
ments” (zhen pa bzhi bral). Among the Sakya masters who wrote com¬ 
mentaries on these teachings were Drakpa Gyeltsen, Sakya Pandita, 
Ngorchen Giinga Sangpo, and Gorampa Sonam Sengge. 

The first line indicates the initial prerequisites for following the Bud¬ 
dhist path. In order to practice the dharma, one must first overcome 
attachment to the present life and focus on religious practice. This requires 
that one recognize the sufferings that are inevitable for ordinary beings and 
develop an understanding of the valuable opportunity afforded by a 
human rebirth. Human beings are in an excellent position to become 
aware of the dissatisfactions of cyclic existence and to practice dharma. A 
person who realizes this should make a concerted effort to take advantage 
of the opportunity. One should also be aware that rebirth as a human being 
is very rare, and this should spur one to diligence in religious activities. 

The second verse continues the theme of the first. In order successfully 
to travel the path to awakening, one must overcome attachment to the pres¬ 
ent life and to continued existence. One should understand that cyclic exis¬ 
tence is painful, fraught with suffering, and pointless. A person who fully 
realizes this will become truly dedicated to religious practice. A sincere 
practitioner of dharma should seek to avoid nonvirtuous actions, cultivate 
virtue, and transform neutral deeds into positive ones. (Neutral deeds are 
those that have no particular negative or positive effects, like eating and 
sleeping, but if properly considered, even these can become occasions for 
religious consciousness.) Thus Ngorchen Gonchok Hliindrup states that 
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after having first produced a mind desiring to accomplish good for 
all beings, one should engage in any activity related to that object, 
together with mindfulness and alertness. 8 

In this practice, even such prosaic activities as eating, sleeping, and 
walking are infused with religious significance. For example, while eating, 
one should think of oneself as doing this in order to gain strength to work 
for others and should wish that all beings also receive food. Before sleep¬ 
ing, one views the period of rest as necessary for further meditation prac¬ 
tice with renewed vigor. While walking, one wishes that all beings will be 
motivated to follow the path to awakening. Through such thoughts, one’s 
daily activities become overlaid with religious symbolism and one’s acts are 
seen has having spiritual significance and as contributing to the goal of 
awakening. 

The third verse urges people to overcome selfish clinging to personal 
interests and to develop the mind of awakening, which marks the begin¬ 
ning of the bodhisattva path and is the result of cultivating love and com¬ 
passion until they become the primary motivating factors of one’s actions. 

The fourth verse indicates that the most important transformation 
effected by successful Buddhist meditation is mental. Ordinary beings are 
plagued by constant sufferings, but these sufferings are the result of cog¬ 
nitive error. The only difference between the buddhas who have tran¬ 
scended suffering and ordinary beings who are its victims lies in their 
respective views of reality. The perceptions of buddhas are in accord with 
reality, and so they do not suffer as a result of afflicted views, while ordi¬ 
nary beings are deluded by mental afflictions such as desire, hatred, and 
ignorance, and these lead to continued dissatisfaction. 

These wrong views are overcome by meditative practice. An important 
breakthrough occurs when a meditator attains the level of calm abiding, 
which is the ability calmly to hold one’s attention on an object without 
allowing attention to waver. The next important breakthrough is higher 
insight, in which one analyzes the object in order to ascertain its final 
nature, which is emptiness. When one attains the “union of calm abiding 
and higher insight,” one understands that everything that appears is only 
mind, and mind itself is also empty of inherent existence. One examines 
mind to determine its basis and finds that it has none. One seeks to deter¬ 
mine where mind arises and where it goes, and understands that it arises 
from emptiness and merges into emptiness, leaving no trace behind. One 
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then recognizes that all appearances have the same level of “reality” as 
dreams. 

From his lamas, Sachen received the entire range of Buddhist teachings: 
he studied abhidharma, epistemology, Madhyamaka, the “five treatises of 
Maitreya,” medicine, sutras, and tantras. Since he was an incarnation of 
ManjusrI, he only needed to hear or read something once in order to 
understand it completely and memorize it perfectly. In addition to his 
studies of exoteric subjects, he also received instructions on path and result 
from his father and from the siddha Chdbar. Traditional histories state that 
he was 

a man of immeasurable virtue who did not infringe the three vows 9 
in any way and whose uncontrived bodhicitta [mind of awaken¬ 
ing] was all-embracing .... He had realized all the inner signs of 
accomplishment, encountered the deities and possessed the gift of 
clairvoyance. 10 

His sons, Lobon SonamTsemo (1141-1182) andjetsun Drakpa Gyeltsen 
(1147-1216), continued the tradition of scholarship and Vajrayana practice. 
The former was one of the great systematizers of tantric doctrine and lit¬ 
erature, and the latter wrote an influential history of the development of 
Buddhism in Tibet. He also authored texts on medicine. He was renowned 
as a great tantric yogi, and traditional accounts of his life report that he 
received teachings directly from Manjus'ri. 

Sakya Pandita Giinga Gyeltsen 

One of the greatest figures in the early Sakya lineage was Giinga Gyeltsen 
Bel Sangpo (1182-1251), popularly known as Sakya Pandita, “The Scholar 
of the Sakyas.” Considered by the tradition to have been an incarnation 
of Manjus'ri, his birth was accompanied by auspicious signs. A great light 
filled the sky, and he began to speak in Sanskrit; people who were present 
at his birth noticed that his body had the major and minor marks of a bud- 
dha. He was so beautiful that all who saw him were unable to take their 
gaze from him. People around him claimed that even as an infant he would 
write Sanskrit characters in the dirt and then carefully avoid crawling over 
them. Because of his divine wisdom, as he grew older he instantly com¬ 
prehended everything he heard and memorized it perfectly. His family rec- 
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ognized his aptitude for monastic life, and he was ordained at an early age 
by Kache Sakyas'ribhadra. 11 According to the traditional histories, from the 
time of his ordination until he died, he never transgressed even the most 
minor rule. 

According to hagiographies of his life, by the age of eight he had mem¬ 
orized Saroruhavajra’s sadhana of Hevajra, and by his eleventh year he 
memorized the Hevajra Tantra and could explain it correctly. By the age 
of fourteen he mastered the Vajra-panjara Tantra and the Samputa Tantra, 
as well as all the important texts and rituals of his tradition. In addition to 
these standard subjects, he also studied medicine, astrology, calligraphy, 
painting, poetry, and music. 

At the age of seventeen he had two dreams that he considered highly 
significant: In the first, he dreamed that he heard the Indian scholar 
Vasubandhu teaching the Treasury of Abhidharma at the Achi Stupa at 
Sakya, and Sakya Pandita saw himself in the audience. In the second 
dream, he saw himself in a place called “Dignaga’s cave” at Korlochen in 
eastern India. In the cave he was presented with many volumes of scrip¬ 
ture, including Dignaga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition and the seven 
treatises of Dharmakirti (which are fundamental texts for Sakya studies of 
epistemology). His biographers view these dreams as prophecies of future 
accomplishment, because he later excelled in the study of abhidharma and 
epistemology. 

In his late teens it was decided that in order to broaden his education 
he should travel to other centers of learning. When he was eighteen he 
journeyed to Trang, where he studied with Shuddn Dorje Gyap, and in 
the next year he went to the temple of Gyangdur to learn from Tsur 
Shonnu Sengge, who taught Sakya Pandita about the Epistemology school 
([tshad ma, pramand) and the Middle Way Consequence school ( dbu ma 
thal ’gyur pa, prasangika-madhyamakd). In 1204, after a brief return to 
Sakya, he again left to pursue further studies, and in Tsang Chumik he 
met Sakyas'ribhadra and his student Sugatas'ri. From these teachers he 
studied a wide range of Sanskrit texts, particularly works relating to epis¬ 
temology and tantra. 

During his scholarly training he became a master of all fields of learn¬ 
ing, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist, and he was recognized as one of 
the greatest debaters of his day. His most famous victory was over the 
Vedanta philosopher Harinanda, who had heard of his erudition and 
debating prowess and decided to challenge him. Harinanda brought a ret- 



442 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


inue of scholars with him, but Sakya Pandita bested all of them, and after 
his defeat Harinanda cut his hair as a sign of his submission to Sakya Pan¬ 
dita, and he then became a Buddhist. 

Sakya Pandita’s life changed dramatically in 1216 when Drakpa Gyeltsen 
died. Drakpa Gyeltsen had been the head of the Sakya lineage, and with 
his death this position fell to Sakya Pandita, who by this time was regarded 
as the preeminent Sakya scholar of his generation. For the next twenty- 
eight years he presided over the lineage, and this was the period of his 
major literary activity. 

One of the greatest figures in Tibetan intellectual history, he wrote influ¬ 
ential treatises in widely diverse areas of Buddhist philosophy and practice, 
music, grammar, poetics, and epistemology. Perhaps his most famous 
philosophical work is his Treasury of the Knowledge ofValid Cognition, which 
systematizes the thought of Dharmakirti and Dignaga. Among Tibetans 
and Mongolians he is best known for his Treasury of Well-Spoken Jewels, 
which contains 457 verses full of pithy sayings and moral injunctions. 

Another influential work is his Differentiation of the Three Vows, which 
discusses the three Buddhist vows of individual liberation, the bodhisattva 
vows, and the samaya vows of tantric practitioners. In this text he eluci¬ 
dates the nature and functions of Buddhist religious vows. The vows of 
individual liberation serve the function of eliminating tendencies toward 
afflictive actions of body and speech. Sakya Pandita views the next group, 
the bodhisattva vows, as mental factors that influence the makeup of one’s 
consciousness. As such, they are not fully lost at death, but become a part 
of the mental continuum and serve to counteract mental afflictions. The 
tantric vows aid in overcoming dualistic thought and help one to cultivate 
the insight that all appearances are manifestations of primordial wisdom. 

Sakya Pandita became widely renowned as one of the great intellectual 
figures of his generation, and traditional histories report that “his reputa¬ 
tion paralleled that of the great Indian masters Dharmakirti and Dignaga 
and the qualities of his body, speech and mind spread like a banner for all 
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to see. 


Sakya Becomes a Political Force 

Because of his reputation, in 1244, when Sakya Pandita was sixty-two years 
of age, the Mongol prince Kddan requested that Sakya Pandita visit him 
in order to negotiate Tibet’s submission to his growing empire. Although 
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traditional histories report this summons as a polite request from an 
admiring monarch, in fact it was phrased as an order, and Sakya Pandita 
responded to it as such. He quickly set out for Mongolia with his nephews 
Drogon, who was nine years old, and Pakpa, who was five. Although his 
business with the Mongol prince was of great importance, so great was his 
reputation that during his trip people wanted to meet and receive bless¬ 
ings from him, and so the journey took much longer than initially expec¬ 
ted. In the latter part of 1246 he reached the Mongol capital of Liangzhou, 
and he had his first audience with Kodan in early 1247. 

Traditional accounts claim that the summons had been predicted by 
his uncle Drakpa Gyeltsen shortly before his death, when he told Sakya 
Pandita, 

You will be summoned by the lord of the Mongols in the East, who 
wear hats looking like perched hawks and who wear boots looking 
like pig snouts, and who have houses looking like wooden nets; 
their lord [Kodan], who is a reincarnation of a Bodhisattva, will 
summon you. At that time you must go. There your religion will 
spread greatly. 13 

When he met Kodan, the prince was suffering from an illness, and 
Sakya Pandita cured him. By all accounts, Sakya Pandita’s mission to Mon¬ 
golia was a great success, because Kddan converted to Buddhism and 
became a disciple of Sakya Pandita. 14 In consideration of their special rela¬ 
tionship, the Mongol prince decided not to invade Tibet, and Sakya Pan¬ 
dita became the most powerful religious figure of his day. 

Traditional accounts report that some of the prince’s ministers were jeal¬ 
ous of the prestige of the foreign lama, and so they decided to test him by 
having a magician create an illusory temple and challenge Sakya Pandita 
to destroy the illusion. Instead, Sakya Pandita gave it substance, and the 
magician who created it was unable to dissolve it again. The temple was 
then named “Magical Temple of the North,” and it is said to still stand 
today in the area of Wutai Shan in China. 

Sakya Pandita spent his last years in Mongolia, where he passed away at 
the age of seventy while residing in the “Magical Temple.” The death of 
this great lama was signaled by many auspicious signs. As a result of his 
practice, he had completed all the Buddhist paths, and in his next birth 
he became the buddha Vimalas'ri. 



444 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


The Sakya Hierarchs and the Mongols 

The strong links between the lamas of Sakya and powerful Mongol princes 
led to Sakya being proclaimed the ruling lineage in Tibet. Pakpa, a nephew 
of Sakya Pandita, developed an association with Qubilai Khan that was 
termed the “priest-patron” relationship. Sakya Pandita ceded temporal 
authority over Tibet to the Mongol khans, and they in return agreed to 
protect the religion and people ofTibet. In this system, the patron offered 
to provide the military power to back the temporal and religious power of 
the lama, who for his part agreed to see to the religious needs of the khan. 
In 1253, Pakpa gave the Hevajra mandala initiation to Qubilai, his queens, 
and twenty-five ministers at the palace of Hutu, and as an offering of 
thanksgiving Qubilai gave him vice-regal status over Tibet. 

Pakpa continued the missionary activity of Sakya Pandita, becoming 
the spiritual preceptor of the Mongol prince Sechen. Like his predecessor, 
Pakpa had a wide-ranging intellect, and he is credited by Mongolians with 
developing a script that is now named after him. In addition to his scholas¬ 
tic background, he was also a renowned Vajrayana yogi. There are numer¬ 
ous tales of his displays of miraculous powers, such as the story that at one 
time he cut off his head and limbs and transformed them into the five bud- 
dha families, which radiated countless beams of light. His scholarship, 
tantric powers, and moral uprightness greatly impressed the Mongolians, 
and the khan made him the religious and secular ruler of Tibet. He was 
succeeded in this position by his brother, Dromgon Channa. 

Because of the authority they derived from their Mongol patrons, the 
Sakya hierarchs were the most powerful figures in Tibet for several gener¬ 
ations. From 1245 until 1358, they were the acknowledged rulers of the 
country, but just as their ascendancy was tied to the Mongols, when Mon¬ 
gol power diminished so did that of the Sakyapas. Their influence was 
greatly weakened with the death of Qubilai Khan in 1294, and Sakya hege¬ 
mony ended with the collapse of Mongol control of China (1358-1360). 

The Sakya Lineage 

from the Fifteenth Century to the Present 

The Sakya lineage continued to produce notable scholars and tantric 
adepts, including Gorampa Sonam Sengge (1428-1489) and Shakya Chok- 
den (1428-1507). More recently, Jamyang Khyentse Ongpo (1811-1892) was 
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a leading figure in the Nonsectarian (ris med ) movement, which had a 
wide-ranging impact on Tibetan Buddhism, particularly among the 
Kagyu, Nyingma, and Sakya orders. 

The Sakya order has two main subsects, the Ngorpa and theTsarpa. The 
first is named for Ngor Monastery, founded by the great path and result 
master Ngorchen GungaSangpo (1382-1457) inTsangprovince.TheTsarpa 
tradition began with the founding of Nalendra Monastery by the Vajrayo- 
gini master Tsarchen Losel Gyatso (1502-1556) in Penyiil in U province. 

Sakya lineage histories contend that the great teachers of Sakya were 
fulfillments of Atis'a’s predictions: Gunga Nyingpo’s four sons and Sakya 
Pandita, Sangtsa Sonam Gyeltsen, and Pakpa are the seven incarnations of 
Man just 1 predicted by Ansa. Dromgon Channa Dorje was the incarnation 
of Vajrapani whose birth Atis'a predicted. The wild yaks Atis'a saw repre¬ 
sent the wrathful deities who were chosen by Sachen Gunga Nyingpo to 
protect the Sakya lineage, and Sachen is held to be the incarnation of Ava- 
lokitesvara whose birth Atis'a predicted. 

The present head of the Sakya lineage is H.H. Sakya Tridzin Ngawang 
Gunga, the forty-first person to hold the throne of Sakya. 15 He is consid¬ 
ered by his followers to be an emanation ofManjus'ri. He was born in the 
Dolma clan of the Khdn family in 1945, and during his training he stud¬ 
ied with such masters as Jamyang Khyentse Chogi Lodro, Choge Trichen, 
and Ngawang Lodro Shenpen Nyingpo. In 1959, following the Chinese 
invasion of Tibet, he fled to India along with many of his followers, and 
he re-established his headquarters in Dehradun in Uttar Pradesh. 


The Sakya Monastic Order 

The Ngorpa and Tsarpa subsects are named for the locations of the 
monasteries from which the respective lineages derive. Ngor fiwam Cho- 
den Monastery was founded by Ngorchen Gunga Sangpo, and Nalendra 
Monastery was founded by Tsarchen Losel Gyatso. The Ngorpa tradition 
has been noted for its many eminent scholars, most notably Gorampa 
Sonam Sengge, who was a student of Ngorchen and Muchen Gonchok 
Gyeltsen (1388-1469). One of the greatest scholars Tibet has produced, 
his collected works cover thirteen volumes and discuss a wide range of 
Buddhist teachings. 

TheTsarpa tradition is particularly noted for its transmission of the “thir¬ 
teen golden doctrines” (gser chos bcu gsum) and teachings on the greater 
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and lesser Mahakala. The thirteen golden doctrines consist of the cycles of 
three dakinis: Naro, Mem, and Indra; cycles of three great red-colored 
deities: Kurukulla, Ganapati, and Kamaraja; cycles of three lesser red-col¬ 
ored deities: Garbhasuvarnasutras'ri, Hinudevi, and Vasudhara; the three 
deities Pranasadhana, Simhanada, and Sabalagaruda; and teachings con¬ 
cerned with Amaravajradevi, Simhavaktra, and white Amitayus. 

In keeping with the scholastic traditions of Sakya, Tsarchen was a 
scholar whose learning spanned all major areas of exoteric and esoteric 
teachings. He was also renowned for his mastery of the doctrines of other 
schools, and he is said to have studied the systems of Nyingma, Geluk, and 
Kagyu without bias. In recognition of his vast learning, he was appointed 
to the seat of the great scholar Puddn at Shalu Monastery. 

He received the “initiate teachings” ( slob bshad ) from Ngorchen and 
maintained the essential lore of the Ngorpa tradition in the monastery he 
founded, named Drongmoche. His tradition diverged from the Ngorpa 
due to a feud between the house of Dar, who were his patrons, and the 
Dongga, the family of the wife of the Sakya hierarch Ngakchang Giinga 
Rinchen (1517-1584). This feud led to a split between the Tsarpas and the 
rest of Sakya, which was heightened by the fact that Tsarchen and his dis¬ 
ciple Nesar Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk (b. 1525) had an eclectic attitude 
toward Buddhist practice and included texts and practices in their tradi¬ 
tion that had been rejected by earlier Sakya teachers. In particular, they 
practiced Vajrakila tantric cycles that were associated with Nyingma. 

The Sakya order places a great deal of emphasis on scholarship, and its 
monasteries were among the greatest seats of learning in Tibet. The tradi¬ 
tional curriculum was divided into six main units: (1) perfection of wis¬ 
dom (which focuses on the “five treatises ofMaitreya”: Ornament for Clear 
Realization, Ornament for the Mahay ana Sutras, Differentiation of the Mid¬ 
dle and the Extremes, Differentiation of Phenomena and the Nature of Phe¬ 
nomena, and the Sublime Continuum, as well as Santideva’s Entry Into the 
Bodhisattva Deeds)-, (2) epistemology (the primary texts are Dignaga’s Com¬ 
pendium of Valid Cognition, Dharmakirti’s Commentary on the Com¬ 
pendium of Valid Cognition and Ascertainment of Valid Cognition, and 
Sakya Pandita’s Treasury of the Knowledge of Valid Cognition)-, (3) vinaya 
(which emphasizes the Sutra on Individual Liberation and the Sutra on 
Monastic Discipline); (4) abhidharma (which concentrates on Vasuban- 
dhu’s Treasury ofAbhidharma and Asanga’s Compendium of Abhidharma)-, 
(5) Madhyamaka (based on Nagarjuna’s Root Verses on the Middle Way, 
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Candrakirti’s Entry Into the Middle Way, and Aryadeva’s Four Hundred)-, 
and (6) differentiation of the three vows (the major source for which is 
Sakya Pandita’s Differentiation of the Three Vows). 

These topics comprise the standard curriculum for monks at Sakya 
monasteries. A monk who successfully completes this course of study can 
be awarded one of several degrees, each of which signifies a particular level 
of accomplishment. The first hurdle is an oral examination called “the ten 
teachings” [bkd bcu), in which monks must demonstrate their proficiency 
in all of these subjects. Those who pass this exam are allowed to advance. 
A person who excels in the study of all the eighteen texts listed above can 
submit to testing for the degree of geshe (dge bshes ). 16 In ascending order, 
the primary geshe degrees are: “master of the four teachings” (bka’ bzhipa; 
pronounced “gashipa”), “master of the ten teachings” ( bkd bcu pa; pro¬ 
nounced “gachupa”), and “master of extensive learning” {rab ’byams pa; 
pronounced “rapjampa”). Those who attain the level of “master of exten¬ 
sive learning” then have the option of pursuing tantric study. 

The Sakya tradition holds that a comprehensive grounding in the fun¬ 
damental texts of Buddhism serves as a necessary basis for tantric training. 
Sakya monks study Vajrayana all through their schooling, but intensive 
tantric practice is generally reserved for those who have completed the 
scholastic education program. 


Distinctive Practices: “Path and Result” 

The characteristic meditative system of Sakya is termed “path and result” 
([lamdre ), which is a comprehensive vision of Buddhist practice based on 
the Hevajra Tantra. Lamdre is a shortened form of the term “path includ¬ 
ing its result,” which signifies that in this system the two are held to be 
inseparable, and not two distinct factualities. One cannot legitimately dif¬ 
ferentiate path from result, nor can result be distinguished from path; from 
the point of view of awakening, all such dichotomies vanish. The result 
subsumes the path, since the latter leads to the former; and the path sub¬ 
sumes the result, since it is the means whereby the result is actualized. Just 
as a seed contains the potential to give rise to a sprout if the proper con¬ 
ditions are present, so a qualified student has the aptitude to attain the 
fruit of awakening if he or she meets with the necessary conditions: the 
essential instructions {gdams ngag, upadesa ), an awakened teacher, tantric 
empowerment [dbang skur, abhisekd), and the diligence necessary to prac- 
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tice successfully. The result is already present in the mental continuum of 
the practitioner, and the path is the technique for making it actual. 

In this system, the path includes the cause, because on the path one 
purifies the defilements that prevent actualization of awakening. The path 
also includes the result, because the result can only be realized through suc¬ 
cessful practice of the path. The result includes the cause, because the result 
is a transformed aspect of the cause. A person who attains the result makes 
manifest a previously unperceived aspect of the cause and dispels the mis¬ 
conception that they were different. Tugen Losang Chogi Nyima (1737— 
1802) states that according to the lamdre view, 

because the ultimate truth is not expressible in words, it is inconceiv¬ 
able. Because neither the object of meditation nor a meditator exists, 
there is no object [on which] to meditate. Because there exists nei¬ 
ther an object that is viewed nor a viewer, from the point of view of 
exalted wisdom there is no continuum of viewing. 17 

Adherents of the tradition claim that its integrity is ensured by the “four 
authenticities”: authentic teachers, authentic direct experiences, authentic 
scriptures, and authentic treatises. Teachers are certified by realized mas¬ 
ters in an unbroken chain of transmission. Their meditations, based on 
hearing and practice of the secret oral instructions, lead to direct percep¬ 
tion of the truths realized by adepts of the past. The scriptures are inher¬ 
ited originally from buddhas and passed on to human masters, and they 
in turn compose treatises that explain the system for students. 

There is little material on path and result in Western languages, mainly 
due to the fact that Sakya masters have traditionally viewed it as the most 
secret and profound of all Buddhist teachings and have closely guarded its 
transmission. According to lineage histories, it originally existed only as 
an oral tradition {snyan brgyud ) which was passed on in secret by a mas¬ 
ter to a few exceptional and advanced students. Before the eleventh cen¬ 
tury, writing down the explanations and practices of path and result was 
not allowed, unless a disciple received special permission from his teacher. 

Traditional histories report that Drokmi gave the complete path and 
result instructions to just three students, the most important of whom was 
Sekhar Chungwa (ca. 1025-1135). His student Shangdon Chdbar (ca. 1053- 
11350) gave them to Sachen Gunga Nyingpo (1092-1158). Sachen wrote 
several treatises on path and result, which became some of the most impor- 
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tant texts of the lineage. Currently there are thirty-one volumes in Tibetan 
containing lamdre teachings, most of which were written in Tibet. 18 The 
only Indian work recognized as belonging to the path and result lineage is 
Virupa’s Vajra Verses, which is considered to be the basic text of the system. 
Even today, however, its lore is still primarily disseminated orally by a mas¬ 
ter to a small group of disciples, and they are sworn to secrecy, with the 
result that this is one of the least accessible tantric lineages for modern 
scholars. An example of this attitude is Chobar’s admonition to his stu¬ 
dent Sachen: “Secret mantra is realized through secret [practice]; one must 
practice a hidden yoga in order to attain experience and realization.” 19 This 
approach appears to have a long pedigree: path and result is unusual 
among tantric lineages in that it appears to have been entirely oral in India, 
with no written treatises. The first text committed to writing was proba¬ 
bly the Vajra Verses-, before that, it and other lamdre instructions were 
imparted by masters to a small group of students. 20 

The most esoteric instructions were often reserved for one disciple in a 
generation. 21 According to tradition, the Vajra Verses were first spoken to 
Kanha, who gave them to his student Damarupa. Damarupa in turn trans¬ 
mitted them to Avadhuti, whose student Gayadhara (d. 1103) traveled to 
Tibet in 1041 and taught Drokmi. Although Sakya tradition holds that the 
Vajra Verses were originally composed in Sanskrit, the Tibetan version has 
no Sanskrit equivalent title. This is explained by the assertion that Drokmi 
memorized the verses in their original Indie dialect but translated them 
into Tibetan to his disciples. Ronald Davidson contends that it is more 
probable that Gayadhara composed the text himself in response to 
Drokmi’s request for esoteric teachings and passed it off as Virupa’s work 
in order to give it a pedigree dating back to the great siddha. 22 

According to Sakya tradition, Sachen received the path and result in¬ 
structions from Chobar over a period of four years beginning in 1120, but 
was forbidden to transmit them for eighteen years. Most of this time was 
spent in solitary meditation. In 1138, when he was forty-six, he received a 
revelation from Virupa, following which he penetrated the deepest mys¬ 
teries of the system. After the restriction against teaching ended in 1141, he 
taught Aseng Dorje Denpa the essentials of path and result, and composed 
a commentary that is known as the Asengma by the tradition. This is the 
most important explication of the system, and is supplemented by another 
ten works, most of which were reportedly also given to individual students. 
These circulated in manuscript form for hundreds of years before they 



450 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


were compiled as a set by Jamyang Gyeltsen (1870-1940) and published at 
Derge in the twentieth century. 23 

The “Triple Appearance”and the “Triple Continuum” 

An important tenet of path and result teachings is the similarity of the 
three aspects of the “triple appearance” (or “triple perspective”: snanggsum, 
tryavabhasa ) and the “triple continuum” ( rgyudgsum, tritantrd). The triple 
appearance consists of: (1) the appearance of phenomena as impure error; 
(2) the appearance of experience in meditation; and (3) pure appearance. 24 
Lamdre texts indicate that these are fundamentally the same and that the 
only difference lies in how they are perceived. The triple continuum con¬ 
sists of basis {gzhi, adhara ), path (lam, margd) and result ( ’bras bu, phald). 
As with the parts of the triple appearance, the components of the triple 
continuum are fundamentally nondifferentiable. All divisions are cre¬ 
ations of mind, and mind in lamdre is the locus of such distinctions as 
“basis,” “path,” and “result,” although in itself it is luminous and empty. 25 
According to the Hevajra Tantra, 

This exalted wisdom arises from self-awareness, which is free from 
notions of self and other. It is spotless and empty like the sky, the 
supreme essence of the actual and non-actual, a union of wisdom and 
method, a union of desire and absence of desire. This very [exalted 
wisdom] is the life of living beings, the supreme unchanging unity. 

It is all-pervasive and abides in all bodies. All the actual and non¬ 
actual arise from it.... It is the essential nature of all things and the 
pure basis of illusory forms. 26 

In discussions of the triple continuum, the basis is said to be the two 
truths (conventional truths and ultimate truths), the path consists of cul¬ 
tivating method and wisdom, and the pure vision is the result. These are 
also linked to the triple appearance, since ordinary beings perceive reality 
in terms of conventional truth, and thus phenomena appear to them in 
the impure aspect. Those who are on the path engage in meditative prac¬ 
tice in order to cultivate method and wisdom. Method involves training 
in love and compassion and developing the mind of awakening. The wis¬ 
dom aspect focuses on meditation on emptiness. The result is the attain¬ 
ment of buddhahood, which is characterized by the pure vision in which 
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one no longer perceives the distinctions of basis, path, and result, method 
and wisdom, ordinary beings and buddhas. 

In the Vajra Verses, Virupa sums up the characteristics of each part of 
the triple appearance: 

For sentient beings with the afflictions is the impure appearance. 

For the meditator with transic absorption is the appearance of 
experience. 

For the ornamental wheel of the Sugata’s [Buddhas] inexhaustible 
enlightened body, voice and mind is the pure appearance. 27 

The first line refers to the perceptions of sentient beings, which are con¬ 
ditioned by afflicted mental states. These in turn lead to suffering and con¬ 
tinued affliction. The cycle is only broken by those who overcome 
attachment to mundane enjoyments and who conquer mental defilements 
through meditative training. Because ordinary beings constantly experi¬ 
ence the results of past karma, the first perspective is referred to as the 
“karmic appearance.” 

The second line is concerned with people who engage in common 
Mahayana practices like cultivating compassion and love, training in the 
six perfections, and so on. One should reflect on the difficulty of obtain¬ 
ing a human rebirth, a human body with the necessary prerequisites for 
religious training, and the even greater obstacle of encountering the nec¬ 
essary leisure and resources to be able to engage in practice. After consid¬ 
ering this, one should become fully devoted to meditation. The most 
important meditative trainings of the second appearance are calm abiding 
and higher insight. This verse is also said to refer to people at the begin¬ 
ning levels ofVajrayana practice, who study, meditate, and perform tantric 
rituals and who have attained some benefits from them. Such trainees 
selflessly undertake the practice of dharma in order to benefit others. 

The third line describes the mindset of buddhas, who have attained the 
final result of the tantra path and thus have perfected compassion and 
wisdom to the highest degree and who work ceaselessly for the benefit of 
others. Buddhas have the pure vision, which understands that all the phe¬ 
nomena of cyclic existence and nirvana are the display of primordially 
undefiled mind. From the perspective of their exalted wisdom, there is no 
afflicted world to be abandoned, no pure state of liberation to be gained, 
no sentient beings, and no buddhas. For awakened beings, 
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both worldly existence and liberation are seen to be of one taste (i.e., 
nondual). Previously one was a sentient being, but through the power 
of practicing the path, one has become a Buddha; hence the mind- 
stream of a sentient being and that of a Buddha are one. Previously 
there was the practitioner on the path, but through that path dissolv¬ 
ing into the result, both the path and the result are of one taste. Pre¬ 
viously all conceptualizations were to be discarded, but through the 
power of habituation to discarding them all conceptualizations are 
dissolved into the ultimate truth, so the conceptualizations to be dis¬ 
carded and their antidotes are of one taste. 28 

In a discussion of the nondual nature of cyclic existence and nirvana, 
the Hevajra Tantra states, 

Such is cyclic existence, and such is nirvana. There is no nirvana apart 
from cyclic existence, we say. Cyclic existence comprises form, sound, 
etc., cyclic existence comprises form and the other [four aggregates], 
the sense faculties, anger, obscuration, and the other three [afflic¬ 
tions] . But all of these are really subsumed by nirvana, and they only 
appear as cyclic existence due to obscuration. Through purifying 
cyclic existence by eliminating obscuration, cyclic existence manifests 
as nirvana. The mind of awakening is nirvana, which encompasses 
the modes of conventional and ultimate [truths] . 29 

Initiation 

In keeping with the strict secrecy considered necessary for authentic prac¬ 
tice and transmission of teachings, anyone wishing to train in the system 
of the triple continuum must receive initiation from a qualified master 
who has not only been initiated, but who has also received authorization 
to confer initiation to students. Only those who have successfully com¬ 
pleted a three-year, three-month, and three-day solitary retreat can receive 
such certification. Extensive study of both esoteric and exoteric topics is 
also expected of anyone who is serious about path and result practice. 

Prior to conferring initiation, the lama enters into a meditative state in 
which he assumes the form of the buddha into whose cycle of practice stu¬ 
dents are being inducted. The lama assumes the role of an awakened being 
and feels the pride and confidence that make true initiation possible. The 
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students are perceived as potential buddhas, and through the power of 
their faith and practice they will one day become fully awakened. They 
receive the blessings of the luminaries of the lineage, which increases their 
own power and awakens the seed of buddha nature lying dormant in their 
minds. The blessings are compared to water that rains down on the stu¬ 
dents and nourishes the seed of buddhahood. During this time, musical 
instruments are sometimes played, and the lama touches a consecrated 
vajra on various parts of the students’ bodies, particularly the heart, throat, 
and forehead. This serves to protect them from negative influences of 
body, speech, and mind, but its effectiveness also requires their devotion 
and confidence in the lama and his realization. 

Further elements of the ritual purify the students’ five aggregates; each 
is symbolically transformed into one of the five meditation buddhas, and 
the five afflictions (desire, hatred, obscuration, jealousy, and arrogance) are 
transmuted into the five potential wisdoms associated with the five bud¬ 
dhas. Each is the opposite of the afflicted mental state and is the transfor¬ 
mation of its energy into an aspect of the awakened consciousness. During 
this process, the students are handed ritual objects—a vajra, bell, or crown, 
for example—as symbols of this change of status. 

Those who are preparing for path and result training commonly receive 
the teachings over a six-week period. The lama generally begins with 
accounts from lineage histories; the biographies of the luminaries of the 
tradition are intended to inspire faith and to provide role models for aspi¬ 
rants. During the first week or so, students are also given teachings on exo¬ 
teric topics such as the nature of cyclic existence, the sufferings of the lower 
realms (hell beings, hungry ghosts, and animals), and the preciousness of 
a human birth. These are general instructions that are common to Hina- 
yana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, and they must be fully understood before 
one can move on to more advanced topics. Without a firm grounding in 
the common subject matter, there is no hope of grasping the more subtle 
and profound teachings of tantra. They are generally given at least four 
times to ensure that students grasp their import. Core points are repeated 
throughout each day, and before beginning a new set of teachings, lamas 
review the previous day’s main themes before starting on new ones. 

After the first day of instructions, students are told to be aware of their 
dreams, because all such experiences are particularly significant during the 
initiation period. The things one witnesses in dreams serve as indications 
of the success of the blessings one has received and are signs of future progress. 
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In the initiation, students are exposed to a range of teachings relating 
to the triple appearance, complete with analogies and stories that high¬ 
light their application to meditation practice. They learn about the causes 
and implications of the impure appearance, how to attain the preliminary 
understanding of the vision of experience, and the characteristics of the 
perspective of awakened beings in the pure vision. 

After this has been fully covered, the lama moves on to discussions of 
the triple continuum and gives initiations that allow the students to begin 
Vajrayana practice. During this time the bodhisattva vows are also given, 
followed by tantric instruction and vows. At this point the master may dis¬ 
cuss the subsidiary topics of the “six yogas.” 30 Not all students are given all 
of the teachings; lamas decide which are appropriate to particular individ¬ 
uals, and withhold those that are not considered suitable. 

Initiation is referred to as “causal continuum” because it gives students 
the necessary preparation for tantric practice. After it is completed, aspi¬ 
rants are introduced to the nature of mind, the main subject matter of the 
triple continuum. The lama first discusses the nondifference of all appar¬ 
ent dichotomies, and then analogies are used to describe the nature of mind. 
Unlike other tantric traditions in which the nature of mind is introduced 
to beginners, Sakya holds that such instructions are only appropriate for 
those who have attained some insight and that a thorough grounding in 
Buddhist doctrine is a necessary prerequisite. From the earliest times, Sakya 
tradition has held that students must have a firm grounding in faith, culti¬ 
vation of morality, renunciation, and study before such teachings are given. 

Successful initiation is the causal continuum, which plants the seeds of 
buddhahood. It is not merely mechanical, however: a student may sit 
through the ceremony and intone the words, but unless there is a basis of 
faith in the lama and lineage figures and comprehension of the teachings, 
it will be like a seed planted on barren soil. The path continuum, the sec¬ 
ond stage of the process, involves transformation of the subtle physiology 
of winds, drops, and channels. Students are instructed to respect the body 
and to view it as a mandala. They are taught about the subtle body accord¬ 
ing to the highest yoga tantra system and learn to visualize the channels in 
the shape of letters. The lama tells them how to transmute afflicted emo¬ 
tions into positive ones, and they are told that there is no real difference 
between their minds and the mind of a buddha. Through this process, the 
cause becomes the path, and the path becomes the result. All dualities are 
understood as mental projections, without substance. 
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The Tibetan Appropriation of the Lamdre System 

The scriptural basis of path and result, the Hevajra Tantra, was brought 
to Tibet by Drokmi, who studied with the Indian master Gayadhara (d. 
1103), to whom Drokmi paid a large sum of money so that he would 
impart his teachings. 31 Drokmi later returned to Tibet and translated the 
Hevajra Tantra, which provides the guiding vision for lamdre practice. He 
also is credited with translating two explanatory tantras and Virupa’s Vajra 
Verses. 

The Hevajra was viewed by the founders of the Sakya lineage as a dis¬ 
tillation of the teachings of both sutra and tantra, and many of the great 
Sakya masters wrote commentaries on it or developed liturgical cycles 
based on its teachings. An exception to this was Sakya Pandita, who, 
despite his exalted position among Sakya scholars, contributed little to the 
literature of path and result. The practice of lamdre was systematized by 
his uncle Drakpa Gyeltsen, who formulated an integrated system based on 
four primary factors: correct view of emptiness, meditation, ritual, and 
accomplishment. 32 According to his system, exalted wisdom {ye shes) is 
innate, and he defines it as “clear and knowing” (gsal zhingshespa). This 
innate exalted wisdom transcends all limiting and dichotomizing cate¬ 
gories, such as self and other, subject and object, cyclic existence and nir¬ 
vana, delusion and awakening. He further indicates that all phenomena 
are in fact reflections of it and have no substantial existence. 

In the system formulated by Drakpa Gyeltsen, there are five primary 
stages in the process of gaining direct understanding: (1) initiation ( dbang) 
and the interpretation {Ita bd) of the experience produced by the initia¬ 
tion; (2) the generation stage {bskyedrim); (3) the completion stage {rdzogs 
rim); (4) training {spyodpa); and (5) a concluding practice that involves 
use of tan trie seals {phyag rgyd). 

Initiation is crucial for all tantric practice, since it forges the necessary 
connections to tantric deities. Correct interpretation of this experience is 
also essential, since it aids in developing the proper orientation toward 
one’s practice. The generation stage in this system is similar to the proce¬ 
dure outlined in the “Tantra” chapter: one visualizes a deity which embod¬ 
ies all the positive physical and mental qualities of an awakened being. The 
completion stage uses practices of “self-empowerment” {rang by in brlab), 
which involves heat yoga, and “mandala practices” ( dkyil ’khor ’khor lo), 
which include sexual yogas. 
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During the generation stage, one generates a mental similitude of the 
goal of buddhahood, transforming the mind’s images into the body of a 
buddha within its mandala, surrounded by a retinue of other deities. 
Everything is perceived as aspects of the mandala, all sounds are heard as 
mantras, and all of one’s thoughts are imagined to be the awakened under¬ 
standing of a buddha. In the completion stage, one trains in increasing 
familiarity with the result. This is conjoined with the techniques of heat 
yoga and manipulation of winds and drops. The deities cause psychic 
energy to move upward through the channels. This leaves the body and 
fills the universe, bringing benefits to sentient beings and making offer¬ 
ings to buddhas and bodhisattvas. When one gains the level of control nec¬ 
essary to cause the winds to enter the central channel, dualistic thought 
vanishes. Until this point, one’s perceptions will always be tinged with dual¬ 
ity and conceptuality, and one will reflexively differentiate self and other, 
inner and outer, cyclic existence and nirvana. 

Path and result initiates are generally first given preliminary teachings 
on the triple appearance, and then the bodhisattva vows. Next they receive 
Hevajra initiation, and then the full teachings of the triple appearance. 
Instructions on the triple continuum are reserved for students who have 
attained a degree of meditative accomplishment that will enable them to 
understand their significance. 

Before initiation is conducted, the place where the ceremony will be 
held is first prepared. Inimical forces are pacified, and purification rituals 
are performed. The ritual implements are consecrated one at a time, and 
the outline of the mandala is drawn. There are three types of mandala: 
painted mandalas, sand mandalas, and body mandalas (in which the lama’s 
body is the mandala). 

The initiation generally requires two days. During the first, aspirants 
are given preliminary instructions and prepared for admission into the 
mandala. The physical mandala is constructed by specially trained disci¬ 
ples of the master, who are skilled in the relevant meditations and artistic 
lore. It is completed by the morning of the second day, when the lama con¬ 
secrates it, blessing each deity and symbol. After it is ritually prepared, it 
is shielded from view, and the master enters into meditation involving self- 
generation as the principal deity. When the mandala has been consecrated, 
the individual deities are invited to enter their respective places and to 
remain during the initiation. At this point the ritual paraphernalia are con¬ 
secrated and placed in their appropriate positions. 
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The actual initiation is in four parts, resembling the outline we saw ear¬ 
lier in the “Tantra” chapter: (i) vase initiation; (2) secret initiation; (3) 
knowledge initiation; and (4) the fourth initiation. In the first, the stu¬ 
dents drink sanctified water, which purifies the five afflictions and trans¬ 
mutes them into the pure qualities of the five buddha families. Various 
points of the body are anointed, and the students imagine that the matter 
of their bodies is cleansed of impurities. This also serves to purify the sub¬ 
tle aspects of the body: the winds, drops, and channels. This plants the 
seed of future actualization of form bodies. 

Each aspirant is given a secret name, following which the teacher rings 
a bell. The name is to be memorized and never repeated to anyone. Dur¬ 
ing subsequent meditation sessions, each initiate will recall his or her secret 
name and visualize the lama, which re-creates the deep bond created by 
the ceremony. 

A copy of the Hevajra Tantra is placed inside the left arm of each stu¬ 
dent, a bell is held in the left hand, a wheel is placed under the right foot 
and the right hand holds a conch shell. These symbolize the actions of a 
buddha, who teaches the scriptures, who has mastered the wisdom aspect 
of the teachings (symbolized by the bell), and who turns the wheel of 
dharma for the benefit of sentient beings. 

In the secret initiation, students are given “nectar” from a skull cup, 
which represents conquest of ego-clinging and understanding of empti¬ 
ness. The lama pours a small amount of the nectar into each student’s 
hand, and they recite a mantra while drinking it. They are told to visual¬ 
ize the liquid circulating throughout the channels, moving through the 
cakras, and purifying the subtle constituents of the body. 

The third initiation also involves drinking nectar from the skull cup, 
but now students imagine it as the “mind of awakening” (byang chub kyi 
sems, bodhicitta ), which in highest yoga tantra is pictured as a white liq¬ 
uid. The lama tells the aspirants that the nectar is a condensation of the 
bliss of the union of male and female during the climax of sexual inter¬ 
course when the mind of clear light manifests. Students try to imagine this 
bliss and visualize the white substance moving through the channels. It 
should be viewed as a physical manifestation of the altruistic aspiration to 
become awakened. It purifies all the elements in the channels, and the bliss 
is equated with the pure enjoyment of tantric deities in sexual embrace. 

This part of the initiation confers permission to visualize the deities in 
“father-mother” ( yabyum ) position, that is, in sexual union. Initiates imag- 
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ine themselves as the male deity (whether they are male or female), em¬ 
bracing his consort and experiencing pure bliss. 

The fourth initiation is related to supreme bliss, which is unbounded 
and as vast as space. It is beyond any ordinary enjoyment, and is uncon¬ 
nected with conceptuality or words. It is a state of pure understanding of 
the nature of reality free from dichotomies or notions of inherent exis¬ 
tence. This initiation is connected with the essential wind mandala and 
purifies the subtle energies. 33 

At the conclusion of the initiation, offerings are given to the lama, who 
asks the deities of the mandala to depart. After this, the mandala is dis¬ 
mantled (if it is a sand mandala, the sand is swept up, beginning at the 
outer edges, and collected together in a vessel). The lama then asks to be 
forgiven for any inadvertent mistakes during the rite, and everyone par¬ 
ticipates in a ritual feast. The lama may give an oral transmission of the 
text, along with instructions regarding subsequent practice. At this point 
the lama—who has been enacting the role of Hevajra during the cere¬ 
mony—enters into meditation and returns to his normal state. From this 
point, students are required to perform daily sadhanas for the rest of their 
lives, and any breach of their commitments will have negative conse¬ 
quences for their practice and wellbeing. 

After the initiation, students often have eight days of instructions in the 
triple continuum and are introduced to the nature of mind. They learn 
that all appearances are produced by mind and are not caused by external 
phenomena. Moreover, changing the mind transforms the world one 
inhabits, and they are given secret instructions on how to do this. 

At the next level of practice, initiates learn to view all appearances as 
like a magician’s illusions, which fool audiences but have no real substance. 
Various analogies are used to drive home this point, such as the way we 
assent to the reality of dreams, but realize them to be false upon awaken¬ 
ing. While in the dream state our experiences seem unquestionably veridi¬ 
cal, but later we know them for what they are, and they generally fade into 
nothing. From the awakened perspective, the images of ordinary con¬ 
sciousness are like this. In the next level of training, one learns to discrim¬ 
inate positive and negative appearances and to cultivate the former. 
Although all are illusory, some are pleasant and beneficial, while others 
have negative outcomes. Just as a buddha can create and dissolve appear¬ 
ances at will as a form of play, so the initiate also learns to take control over 
the products of mind. The mind is seen to be as expansive as the sky, and 
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thoughts are like fleeting clouds that come and go. The sky has no edges, 
no top or bottom, and our minds are equally expansive. 

According to Lama Choedak Yuthok, 

That incomprehensible self is articulated in the form of deities, using 
gestures and symbolism to help us identify with this ideal self. We try 
to meditate in that form, rather than as the ordinary self. We assume 
the role of a Buddha, who can express different moods and shapes, 
hold different implements and express divine enlightened qualities. 
Therefore we do not meditate on the ‘nihilistic’ concept of emptiness 
which focuses on nonexistence. We employ a creative concept of 
emptiness, which makes everything possible. We create a world, a 
celestial mansion. The meditator himself is the Buddha. The whole 
process becomes an expression of the ideal self, which is no different 
from the universal consciousness of all enlightened beings. 34 

Advanced meditators move beyond conceiving of meditation as some¬ 
thing one does in formal settings, such as sitting on a cushion, and all activ¬ 
ities become aspects of practice. Eventually the entire world and all of one’s 
perceptions are transformed as one becomes increasingly familiar with 
adopting the perspective of an awakened being. These are powerful tech¬ 
niques, and according to the tradition students who maintain their com¬ 
mitments and train within the proper mental attitude can attain 
buddhahood in one lifetime. Those who do not succeed will still plant 
potent seeds that will bear fruit in the future. 

The Inseparability of Cyclic Existence and Nirvana 

The central insight of path and result is “the inseparability of cyclic exis¬ 
tence and nirvana” (’khor ’das dbyer med), which is expressed in a famous 
verse in the Hevajra Tantra : 

Then the essence is described, pure and embodying wisdom, there is 
not the slightest difference between cyclic existence and nirvana. In 
the highest bliss there is no meditation and no meditator, no body, 
nor form, and likewise no object or subject. There is neither flesh nor 
blood, neither excrement nor urine, no sickness, no delusion, and 
likewise no purification, no lust, no anger, no delusion, no envy, no 
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malevolence, no self-pride, no visible object.... The innate is calm 
and undifferentiated. 35 

According to this system, both cyclic existence and nirvana originate in 
mind ( sems ), which in its basic nature is a union of luminosity and empti¬ 
ness. When mind is obscured by afflictions, there is cyclic existence, and 
when these are removed, there is nirvana. There is, however, no substan¬ 
tial or real difference between the two states, and so in the Hevajra Tantra 
Buddha states that all beings 

are buddhas, but this is obscured by adventitious defilements. When 
this is cleared away, they are buddhas at that very [moment] ... There 
is no being that is not a buddha if it knows its own true nature. Hell 
beings, hungry ghosts, animals, gods, humans, and demi-gods— 
even worms on a dung-heap and so forth—have an eternally blissful 
nature ... 36 

There is no real difference between the mind of a buddha, a beginner 
on the path, an advanced spiritual adept, or even a worm in a lump of 
manure. The only distinction lies in their respective perceptions of their 
environment: a buddha perceives reality in a manner that is free from 
defilements, while the consciousnesses of other beings are tainted by vary¬ 
ing degrees of afflictions. When afflictions are removed, the causal bud¬ 
dha—which was previously unrecognized due to adventitious 
obscuration—becomes an actualized buddha, who differs from the causal 
buddha in terms of perception of reality. 

In this practice, one realizes that all phenomena are creations of mind, 
and so nothing is either good or bad in itself. A central insight of path and 
result is that our ordinary notions of good and evil, or cause and effect, are 
only conceptual constructs that do not exist as they appear to conventional 
awareness. Nothing inherently exists outside of mere cognitions of mind, 
and all such cognitions are manifestations of mind itself, although in its 
basic nature it is free from all activities. Even such apparently obvious dis¬ 
tinctions as path and result are seen as conceptual constructs, and these 
are transcended through meditation on the nature of mind. 

Through the practice of the inseparability of the ground [basis], path, 
and fruit, the profound meaning of all the tantras is immediately 
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revealed and one develops the capacity to transform defilements into 
wisdoms and obstacles into powers. With the onset of auspicious 
internal signs, realization of all the Path and Its Fruit teachings 
becomes a certainty. The possessor of the three vows must guard the 
vows and pledges as he would guard his own life. Through practis¬ 
ing the four empowerments at each of the four periods of meditation 
the continuity of the stream of initiation will be preserved and the 
eminent nature of this teaching will be realized. 37 

Mind as a Union of Luminosity and Emptiness 

In path and result texts the character (mtshan nyid) of mind is said to be 
luminosity, and its basic nature is emptiness. Luminosity does not detract 
from ( ’dor) emptiness, nor does emptiness undermine luminosity. Rather, 
the final nature of mind is an inexpressible state of union of these two fac¬ 
tors. Mind is without beginning, middle, or end, and it transcends any 
attempts to limit, conceptualize, or analyze its nature. In a discussion of 
meditation, Ngorchen Gdnchok Hliindrup advises practitioners that in 
order to become aware of the nature of mind, one should first relax and 
allow thoughts to disappear gradually and, 

when the functioning of thoughts disappears, then place the mind 
for a long time on the sparkling clarity of consciousness. When one’s 
meditation upon that sparkling clarity of consciousness becomes 
steady, one should not look on the meditation object but strongly 
look at the clear appearance of the radiance of mind itself. If one expe¬ 
riences this in the manner of singular clarity, then relax the mind 
upon that experience. Do not reflect on the past, do not think about 
the future, do not keep an account of your present activities, but 
completely cut any conceptualizations, regardless of [their] being 
good or bad, as they arise one after another. Remain in the manner 
of being inwardly at ease but outwardly attentive. 38 

The basis of all ordinary thoughts and conceptions is the “fundamen¬ 
tal mind” (gnyugpa’i sems), which is innate {than cig) and is a union (zung 
’jug) of luminosity and emptiness. All that appears to exist is nothing but 
a projection of the luminous nature of mind. But since the nature of mind 
transcends all dichotomization or conceptualization, all appearances are 
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viewed as illusions, as forms projected by mind with no substance. Mind 
itself is also devoid of substance, and so 

when the place of residence of the nature of consciousness is sought, 
it is found to reside neither inside the body, nor outside the body, nor 
in between the two. It has neither color nor form. No matter how 
one may search, one will fail to find its essence. Therefore, conscious¬ 
ness is stainlessly non-abiding. In the end, when one looks for where 
it ceases, one finds that the resultant consciousness does not cease 
anywhere. Therefore, consciousness is utter blissful noncessation. 39 

Path and Residt 

In path and result practice, the characteristic of luminosity is connected 
with the stage of generation, since in this practice one emanates deities 
from the luminous nature of mind. Mind’s characteristic of emptiness is 
linked with the completion stage, in which the images are merged with 
the meditator, who understands that the nature of the deities and the 
nature of mind are both emptiness. The exalted wisdom that results from 
successful practice of these two stages is the outcome of repeated familiar¬ 
ization. It should be noted, however, that according to lamdre masters this 
wisdom is not something newly produced by meditative practice; rather, 
meditation makes manifest the “naturally innate exalted wisdom.” 

In the “result” aspect of this method of training, the techniques con¬ 
nected with luminosity result in the ability to produce emanation bodies, 
and meditation concerned with meditation on emptiness is connected 
with actualization of the truth body. The complete enjoyment body is the 
coincidence of both aspects. 

“Initiate Teachings”and “General Teachings” 

The lamdre system is generally divided into two subsections: “initiate 
teachings” (slob bshad) and “general teachings” (tshogs bshad). The latter 
are given to large groups of students, while the former are reserved for a 
small number of advanced students. 40 The origins of this division are traced 
back to Muchen Gonchok Gyeltsen, who presented the most esoteric 
teachings in private to his student Dakchen Lodro Gyeltsen (1444-1479), 
while giving general teachings to groups of students in more public lec- 
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tures. The initiate teachings lineage continues this tradition, and is gener¬ 
ally reserved for only a few particularly gifted students. The initiate teach¬ 
ings tend to be clear and pithy instructions written in an intimate 
colloquial style, while the general teachings are more scholastic, are writ¬ 
ten in religious language {chos skad), and contain numerous quotations 
from sutras and tantras. 


The Nine Path Cycles and the Six Lineages 

Another common division of path and result is referred to as “the nine 
path cycles”: (1) Virupa’s Vajra Verses, which distill the essence of all sutras 
and tantras and are based particularly on the Hevajra Tantra; (2) 
Saroruhavajra’s Nine Profound Methods of the Generation Stage and The 
Flame Point of the Completion Stage, which are based on the Hevajra tantra 
called The Fundamental Tantra of the Two Examinations; (3) Nagarjuna’s 
Treatise on the Mind of Awakening, which is based on the Guhyasamdja 
Tantra; (4) Dombi Heruka’s Spontaneous Birth and Attainment, based on 
the Fundamental Tantra of the Two Examinations; (5) Indrabodhi’s The 
Complete Path of the Great Seal, which is based on the Essential Drop ofWis- 
dom Tantra; (6) Doktsewa’s Beyond Thought, which is based on the Kiss 
Tantra; (7) Krsnacarin’s Olapati, which is based on the Cakrasamvara 
Tantra; (8) Vagis'varakirti’s The Great Seal, which is based on the Funda¬ 
mental Tantra of the Two Examinations; and (9) Nakpo Utsita Chiwa 
Mepa’s Instructions on Straightening the Crooked, which is based on all the 
mother tantras. 

The lamdre system is traditionally divided into six primary lineages: (1) 
the teaching tradition of Padmavajra, (2) the teaching tradition of Durjay- 
acandra, (3) the teaching tradition of Santipa, (4) the teaching tradition of 
Santabhadra, (5) the teaching tradition of the Kashmiri Kirtibhadra, and 
(6) the teaching tradition of Maitripa. 


Notes 

1. According to lamdre lineage histories, he was the same Dharmapala who was the abbot 
of Nalanda Monastery and a great scholar of the Yogacara tradition. See, for instance, 
Musashi Tachikawa (“The Tantric Doctrine of the Sa skya pa according to the Sel gyi 
me Ion,” Acta Asiatica 29,1975, p. 97 n. 6), who cites The Religious Biographies of Path 
and Residt (Lam ’bras mam that). Tachikawa doubts that Virupa was the Yogacara 
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scholar Dharmapala, but the identification is commonly asserted in lamdre sources. 
One of the best studies in a Western language for the path and result lineage is Cyrus 
Stearns, Luminous Lives: The Story of the Early Masters of the Lam ’Bras Tradition in 
Tibet (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2001). 

2. Lama Choedak Yuthok, Origin of the Lam Bras Tradition in Lndia (B.A. thesis, Aus¬ 
tralian National University, 1990), p. 16. 

3. According to lineage histories, he originally composed the Vajra Verses for his student 
Kanha, who had a proclivity for a gradual approach to the path. Kanha had been a 
wandering Hindu yogi before meeting Virupa, who gave him the teachings of the 
Vajra Verses as a concise summary of the Buddhist path. As Ronald Davidson has noted 
in the introduction to his translation of the text, its language is extremely cryptic, and 
according to Sakya tradition it was intended as a mnemonic tool. It is a brief sum¬ 
mary of the essentials of the path, but is not sufficient by itself. A student should use 
it as an aid for meditation, but its significance only emerges through long-term prac¬ 
tice. See Ronald Davidson, Tibetan Renaissance: Tantric Buddhism in the Rebirth of 
Tibetan Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), pp. 477-493. 

4. The name Mahakala means “Great Black One.” This tantric deity is the wrathful 
aspect of AvalokitesVara. 

5. These are named below. 

6 . Gene Smith provides an overview of the history of the Khon family in “The Early His¬ 
tory of the ’Khon Family and the Sa skya School,” E. Gene Smith, Among Tibetan 
Texts (Boston: Wisdom, 2001), pp. 99-109. 

7. A short traditional account of his life is translated by Cyrus Stearns: “A Quest for ‘The 
Path and Result’” in Donald S. Lopez, ed., Religions of Tibet in Practice (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 188-199. 

8. Ngorchen Konchog Lhundrub, The Beatitiful Ornament of the Three Visions, tr. Lob- 
sang Dagpa and Jay Goldberg (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1991), p. 105. 

9. The three vows are the “individual liberation” ( pratimoksa ) vows, the bodhisattva 
vows, and the samayan ows of tantra. Jan-Ulrich Sobisch has done an extensive study 
of debates regarding the three vows in Tibet in his book Three-Vow Theories in Tibetan 
Buddhism: A Comparative Study of Major Traditionsfrom the Tivelfih through Nineteenth 
Centuries (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Richert Verlag, 2002). 

10. The History of the Sakya Tradition, by Chogay Trichen (Bristol: Ganesha Press, 1983), 
p. 15. 

11. Sakyas'ribhadra is often referred to as “The Kashmiri Scholar” [kha chepan cheri). The 
term kha che literally means “big mouth,” and is used by Tibetans to refer to Kash¬ 
miris and Muslims. 

12. The History of the Sakya Tradition, p. 19. 

13. Alfonsa Ferrari, Mk’yen Brtse’s Guide to the Holy Places of Central Tibet (Rome: Serie 
Orientale Roma, 1958), p. 64. 

14. This is how Sakya Pandita’s mission is presented in traditional histories, but sources 
from the time are more ambiguous. It appears that Kodan had some interest in Bud¬ 
dhism, and he may well have been personally impressed by the great lama, but he 
and other Mongol leaders patronized various religions as a means of control over their 
conquered subjects. Given the importance of Buddhism to Tibetans, it would have 
been prudent statecraft for the khan to let them know that he respected their tradi¬ 
tion and its leaders. There is no reason to conclude that he saw himself as exclusively 
Buddhist, but Sakya Pandita’s negotiations with the Mongols did provide an oppor- 
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tunity for missionizing among them, and in later centuries most Mongol tribes con¬ 
verted to Buddhism. 

15. Although he is now generally regarded as the head of the Sakya lineage, his ascension 
was disputed for a number of years, and there are still Sakyapas who do not accept his 
leadership. 

16. This is short for dge ba’i bshes gnyen (Skt. kalyana-mitrd) , which literally means “good 
friend” and implies that such a person is a qualified spiritual guide. This title is also 
used in the Gelukpa monastic system. 

17. Thu’u bkwan Bio bzang chos kyi nyi ma. Grub mtha’ thams cad kyi khungs dang dod 
tshidston pa legs bshad shelgyi me long (Delhi: Ngawang Gelek Demo, 1969-1971), vol. 
II, p. 228.3-5. 

iB. These are listed in Yuthok, A Study on the Origin of the Lam ’Bras Tradition in India, 
Appendix D, pp. 106-138. 

19. Cha rgan dbang phyug rgyal mtshan, Lam ’bras kyi bla ma bod kyi lo rgyus rgyaspa bod 
dang btsan pa’i byung dems ma (Beijing: Library of the Cultural Palace of Nationali¬ 
ties); cited in Stearns, Luminous Lives, p. 14. My translation differs slightly from his. 
The traditional limit for any initiation is twenty-five, following Sachen’s decision that 
he could not effectively confer empowerments to more than that number. 

20. It was first written down by Sachen Gtinga Nyingpo after he began giving the path 
and result teachings around 1141. Lineage histories assert that it was only transmitted 
orally for eight generations. 

21. Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk (1524-1568) asserts that the Indian lamdre tradition was 
a “single lineage” ( chig brgyud ) given only to one disciple in a generation. See Cyrus 
Stearns, Luminous Lives, p. 10. 

22. Ronald Davidson, Tibetan Renaissance, pp. 183-195. 

23. See Stearns, Luminous Lives, pp. 16-17. He adds that they do not seem to have circu¬ 
lated as a group before this; rather, particular commentaries were recommended for 
certain students, but few read all of them. Some of these works seem to have not been 
very popular, and so their reading lineage had almost disappeared before their collec¬ 
tion as a group. 

24. An account of the triple appearance from a traditional Sakya perspective can be found 
in Three Visions: Fundamental Teachings of the Sakya Lineage of Tibetan Buddhism by 
Ngorchen Konchog Lhundrub, tr. Lobsang Dagpa and Jay Goldberg (Ithaca: Snow 
Lion Publications, 2001). Deshung Rinpoche’s commentary on this text has also been 
translated into English by Jared Rhoton: The Three Levels of Spiritual Perception: An 
Oral Commentary on the Three Visions (Nang Sum) of Ngorchen Konchog Lhundrub 
(Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995). 

25. The teachings of the triple continuum are discussed at length by Lama Choedak 
Yuthok in The Triple Tantra (Canberra: Gorum Publications, 1997). 

26. David L. Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra: A Critical Study (London: Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1959), part 2, p. 36. My translation differs slightly from Snellgrove’s. 

27. Cited in The Beautifid Ornament of the Three Visions, p. xvi. 

28. The Beautiful Ornament of the Three Visions, p. 204. 

29. The Hevajra Tantra, part 2, p. 67. 

30. These are described in the “Kagyu” chapter. All orders of Tibetan Buddhism prac¬ 
tice a version of these six techniques, which according to tradition were given to 
Naropa by Niguma, but Sakya does not refer to them as the “six yogas of Naropa” 
because they are the common property of Tibetan practitioners of highest yoga 
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tantra. Sakya does not link them with any particular master, but refers to them as 
“subsidiary practices.” 

31. According to traditional accounts, the amount he paid was so large that he was able 
to extract a promise from Gayadhara not to give the lamdre teachings to any other 
Tibetans. 

32. His two most influential lamdre works were his Great Jeweled Wishing Tree (Rinpo che’i 
Ijon shing chen mo) and The Precious Appearance of the Inseparability of Cyclic Existence 
and Nirvana, The Essential View of All Tantras (Rgyud thams cad kyi snying po Ita ba 
’khor ’das dbyer med rin po che snang ba), along with his own commentary. 

33. Each initiation relates to a particular section of the thirteen-level ( sa, bhiimi) tantric 
path. The first is connected with levels 1-6, the second with 7-10, the third with 11 and 
12, and the fourth with the thirteenth level, which is equivalent to buddhahood. Each 
of the four bodies of a buddha is actualized through the respective practices of these 
four initiations. 

34. Lama Choedak Yuthok, Lamdre: Dawn of Enlightenment (Canberra: Gorum Publica¬ 
tions, 1997), p. 196. 

35. The Hevajra Tantra, part 2, p. 39. 

36. Ibid., pp. 72-73. 

37. The History of the Sakya Tradition, p. 42. 

38. The Beatitifid Ornament of the Three Visions, p. 170. 

39. Ibid., p. 194. 

40. For a more detailed discussion of this division, see Ronald M. Davidson, “Preliminary 
Studies on HexVjtds AbhisamayaanA the Lam-’bras Tshogs-bshad,” in Steven D. Good¬ 
man and Ronald M. Davidson, eds., Tibetan Buddhism: Reason and Revelation 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), pp. 107-132. 



15. Geluk 


History of the Lineage 


T he Gelukpa order was founded byTsong Khapa Losang 
Drakpa (1357-1419), one of the great figures of Tibetan 
religious history. A renowned scholar, meditator, and 
philosopher, his written work contains a comprehensive 
view of Buddhist philosophy and practice that integrates 
sutra and tantra, analytical reasoning, and yogic meditation. He was also 
one of Tibet’s great religious reformers, a devout monk who dedicated his 
life to revitalizing Tibetan Buddhism and recapturing the essence of Bud¬ 
dha’s teachings as he understood them. The beginning of his order can be 
traced to his founding of Ganden Monastery in 1410. This monastery was 
intended to provide a center for his reformed order of Buddhism, an order 
in which monks would strictly adhere to the rules of vinaya, sharpen their 
intellects in philosophical debate, and engage in high-level tantric prac¬ 
tice. The school he founded was originally referred to as Gandenpa, after 
its first monastery, and later became known as Gelukpa, or “System of 
Virtue,” in accordance with its reformist orientation. 


The Life ofTsong Khapa 

Tsong Khapa was born in the Tsongkha Valley in the Amdo province of 
eastern Tibet. According to traditional biographies, his birth was the cul¬ 
mination of a process of spiritual development that began during a pre¬ 
vious life, at the time of Sakyamuni Buddha. As a young boy, he offered 
a crystal rosary to the Buddha, who presented him with a conch shell and 
told his attendant Ananda that in a future life the young boy would be 
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born in Tibet. There he would found a great monastery and become one 
of the most influential figures in the spread of the dharma in the “Land 
of Snows.” The Buddha then predicted that in his future life the young 
boy would be named Sumatikirti (the Sanskrit equivalent of Losang 
Drakpa). 

A further prophecy is attributed to Padmasambhava, who is said to have 
predicted the birth of a great lama named Losang Drakpa. He said that 
Losang Drakpa would be born in the eastern part of Tibet, near China, 
that he would be an emanation of a bodhisattva, and that he would attain 
the complete enjoyment body of a buddha. 

The fulfillment of these prophecies came in 1357. The event of Tsong 
Khapa’s birth was presaged by auspicious events. During the previous year, 
Tsong Khapa’s future mother had dreamed that she and a multitude of 
other women were in a flower garden and that a young boy carrying a ves¬ 
sel came to them from the east. A girl holding peacock flowers approached 
them from the west. The boy walked up to each of the women and asked 
the girl holding the flowers if any of them would make a suitable mother 
for him. Only one—Tsong Khapa’s future mother—was deemed to have 
the necessary prerequisites to give birth to the future religious master. The 
boy and girl then bathed her. She reported that she felt unusually light 
when she awoke. 

His future father also had auspicious dreams. In one he dreamed that a 
young monk came to him from Wutai Shan in China. This is a mountain 
that is associated with Manjus'ri (which is significant because the Gelukpa 
tradition considers Tsong Khapa to be an incarnation of Manjus'ri). The 
young monk asked for shelter for nine months, and the father agreed, 
offering him his shrine room. 

The auspicious dreams continued, and shortly before she was due to 
give birth, Tsong Khapa’s mother had a dream in which a statue of Ava- 
lokites'vara appeared before her and entered her body through the crown 
aperture at the top of her head. She had another dream in which she saw 
many monks coming to her with offerings in order to pay respect to the 
child she was carrying. Then the boy she had seen in a previous dream 
appeared and pointed toward her womb. She saw a golden statue of Ava- 
lokites'vara there, and the combination of signs connected with Manjus'ri 
and Avalokites'vara was interpreted to mean that the child would be an 
emanation of both of these buddhas. The morning after the dream, Tsong 
Khapa was born. It is said that his mother experienced no pain as a result 
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of the birth, and an auspicious star appeared in the sky when he emerged 
from her womb. 

It was clear that this unusual child was destined to be a great religious 
figure, and he was ordained at the age of three by the fourth Karmapa, 
Rolbe Dorje (1340-1383), who gave him the name Giinga Nyingpo. At the 
age of seven he received novice vows and was named Losang Drakpa. Even 
at this young age, he was fully devoted to religious practice, and he excelled 
in the study of Buddhist philosophy and in tantric meditation. His first 
great teacher, ChdjeTondrup Rinchen, told him to study Maitreya’s Orna¬ 
ment for Clear Realizations and initiated him into the practices of the 
tantric deities Yamantaka, Vajrapani, Manjus'ri, Amitayus, and others. 

At an early age he began to travel widely throughout Tibet in order to 
find lamas who could teach him the dharma. His approach was eclectic 
and nonsectarian; he was willing to learn from anyone of any lineage, and 
he soaked up the knowledge and insights of many of the greatest figures 
of his day. The teachings and empowerments he received were integrated 
into the comprehensive and synthetic view of Buddhism that character¬ 
ized his mature thought. As he traveled, he discussed the tenets of Bud¬ 
dhism, engaged in oral debate with the foremost scholars of his day, and 
began to teach on his own. As a result, the reputation of his remarkable 
intellect and meditational accomplishments began to spread. 

During his travels he met the lama whom he would later consider to be 
his greatest teacher, the Sakya master Rendawa (1349-1412). Rendawa 
quickly recognized that Tsong Khapa was a prodigy and is said to have 
commented that he learned as much from his student as his student did 
from him. Tsong Khapa initially remained with Rendawa for only a short 
while, however, and soon returned to his travels in search of the dharma. 
During this time, he studied a wide range of Buddhist teachings, explor¬ 
ing the ramifications of such seminal texts as Vasubandhu’s Treasury of 
Abhidharma, the treatises of Dharmakirti, Asanga’s Compendium ofAbhi- 
dharma, Candrakirti’s Entry into the Middle Way, and treatises on monas¬ 
tic discipline. Traditional accounts of his life report that he quickly 
understood everything he was taught, memorized prodigious amounts of 
material, and excelled in debate on all the subjects he studied. At the same 
time, he was also engaged in Vajrayana practices of the highest order and 
was renowned both for his scholarship and his success in meditation. 

Despite his growing reputation, he is reported to have lived simply and 
to have been free of ostentation and arrogance. He had the ability to 
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impress people with his learning and profound wisdom, while simultane¬ 
ously helping them to remain at ease in his presence. He was never rude 
or disrespectful to his debating opponents, and always retained his equa¬ 
nimity and answered all questions with equal respect. 

At the age of thirty-two he began writing his most influential works. By 
this time he had a national reputation as an accomplished scholar of all 
aspects of Buddhist learning, and he began to synthesize his insights into 
written works that encapsulated his vision of how Buddhism ought to be 
practiced and conceived. One of his great early compositions is his Golden 
Rosary of the Good Explanations, a commentary on the Perfection of Wis¬ 
dom literature that incorporates all twenty-one Indian commentaries on 
Maitreya’s Ornament for Clear Realizations, a text that summarizes the 
thought of the Perfection of Wisdom sutras. 

In addition to his work with Buddhist philosophy, he concurrently ded¬ 
icated himself to practicing a wide range of tantric meditations. Shortly 
after completing the Golden Rosary of the Good Explanations, he entered 
into a long and intensive retreat during which he trained in practices con¬ 
nected with the deity Heruka in accordance with the teachings of the 
Kagyu tradition. He became proficient in the six yogas of Naropa and the 
tantric cycles of Niguma, particularly in heat yoga ( dumo ).' He also 
became interested in Kalacakra practices, and he was concerned that the 
living tradition of Kalacakra was in danger of disappearing from Tibet. He 
collected the teachings and empowerments of Kalacakra from various 
lamas all over the country, and his efforts ensured that the tradition would 
be preserved. Kalacakra practices today are particularly important in the 
Gelukpa tradition. 

During this time he is said to have reached such a high level of attain¬ 
ment that he was able to meet directly with Mafijus'ri and receive teach¬ 
ings from him. Mafijus'ri also advised him on his practice, giving him 
guidance concerning what texts he should study, lamas he should visit, 
empowerments he should seek, when he should go into retreat, and so on. 

In one of his most important periods of meditative seclusion, he led a 
four-year retreat with eight of his most advanced disciples. In order to pre¬ 
pare himself, he began by doing three and one-half million full-length 
prostrations and one million eight hundred thousand mandala offerings. 
The stone floor on which he performed the prostrations has grooves worn 
into it and is still preserved today as a testament to the dedication of this 
great lama. During the retreat, a number of wondrous mental images came 
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to the participants, including a vision of a golden Maitreya, another of 
Bhaisajyaguru, the buddha of healing, and a third apparition of Nages- 
vara, king of the nagas. As he and his students continued to meditate, they 
saw more visions, and after the completion of this retreat people often saw 
Tsong Khapa accompanied by tantric deities, particularly Manjusrl. 

Following this period of meditation practice, he briefly considered trav¬ 
eling to India, but was dissuaded by another lama, who consulted 
Vajrapani and was told to advise Tsong Khapa against the idea. Tsong 
Khapa was told that it would be better to give up the idea of journeying 
to India, since he would be of greater benefit to sentient beings if he were 
to remain in Tibet and continue teaching. As a result, he decided to com¬ 
pose treatises on the Buddhist path, the most important of which was his 
masterwork, The Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path, which is the cen¬ 
tral work on Buddhist practice in Gelukpa monastic colleges. It is based 
on Atis'a’s seminal work, A Lamp for the Path to Awakening. Tsong Khapa 
later composed a similar treatise on Vajrayana entitled The Great Exposi¬ 
tion of Secret Mantra, which is the basis of the Gelukpa system of tantric 
practice. 


Tsong Khapas Reforms 

One of the main goals of his teaching, writing, and practice was the reform 
of Tibetan Buddhism. He was greatly concerned with what he perceived 
to be lapses in monastic discipline, shoddy thinking on exoteric and eso¬ 
teric topics, and a decline in tantric practice. Part of his reform program 
was the creation of a new order which, like its founder, has traditionally 
stressed the importance of strict adherence to the rules of the vinaya, the 
importance of comprehensive study of Buddhist thought, and reformed 
tantric practice that accords with the vows of monks. 

This was important to Tsong Khapa, who was concerned that many of 
his tantric contemporaries were involved in sexual practices that were 
incompatible with monastic vows. These were mainly practitioners of 
highest yoga tantra. It was commonly thought that highest yoga tantra was 
the supreme of all tantric sets and that it could not be practiced by monks. 
Tsong Khapa agreed that highest yoga tantra was the supreme Vajrayana 
system, but he also thought that it could be reconciled with a monastic 
lifestyle. 2 Part of his reform program was concerned with how to accom¬ 
plish this. His attempt to do so will be discussed below. 
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The Formation of a New Order 

In his late thirties he had a vision of ManjusrI, who confirmed that Tsong 
Khapa had directly perceived emptiness and that there was no longer any 
need for him to ask for advice on this topic. Manjus'ri then counseled 
Tsong Khapa to continue to teach in accordance with the systems of Nag- 
arjuna and Atis'a. Shortly after this, Tsong Khapa traveled in areas south 
of Lhasa, and he encountered his future disciple Gyeltsap Darma Rinchen 
(1364-1432), who at the time belonged to the Sakya order and was already 
regarded as a great scholar and debater in that tradition. 

Their first meeting occurred when Tsong Khapa was preparing to give 
teachings. Gyeltsap openly challenged Tsong Khapa’s authority by sitting 
on the throne that had been prepared for the lectures, but as Tsong Khapa 
began to speak, Gyeltsap realized that the master’s understanding far sur¬ 
passed his own. He found that Tsong Khapa answered questions that had 
long troubled him, and as the discourse progressed he realized that he had 
been presumptuous in taking Tsong Khapa’s seat. Humbly offering three 
prostrations to the master, he took his place among the assembly. He later 
became one of Tsong Khapa’s two greatest disciples. The other was 
Kedrup Gelek Belsangpo (1385-1438), who had become his follower sev¬ 
eral years earlier. After Tsong Khapa’s death, these two carried on their 
teacher’s system and institutionalized it, assuring that it would continue 
and flourish. 


The Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path 
and Other Works 

Tsong Khapa continued his travels, residing briefly at Reting, a monastery 
that had been founded by the Kadampa scholar Dromtonpa (1004-1064). 
There he completed much of The Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path, 
along with numerous smaller works. He began by asking for inspiration 
from Atis'a and his tutelary buddhas, which resulted in a vision of a mul¬ 
titude of awakened beings appearing around him in all directions. All of 
them dissolved into Atis'a, and Tsong Khapa was able to ask questions of 
the great master. At the conclusion of the teachings, Atis'a placed his hand 
on Tsong Khapa’s head in blessing. 

Following the vision and the benediction, Tsong Khapa completed the 
portion of the text that discusses higher insight. At first he feared that the 
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profundity of these teachings would prevent people from being able to 
practice them successfully, and he briefly considered omitting this section 
altogether, but Manjus'ri appeared to him and urged him to complete the 
work for the benefit of the few who would be able to understand and prac¬ 
tice its instructions. Manjus'ri also told him to write short and medium 
length texts on the stages of the path for those of inferior spiritual capac¬ 
ities. The eight great “dharma protectors” then manifested in front of him 
and asked him to continue his work, which they said would be beneficial 
to countless sentient beings. At this point Tsong Khapa was about forty 
years of age. 

During the next few years, he continued to meditate, teach, and write, 
producing a prodigious amount of written material. His collected works 
comprise eighteen large volumes and contain analyses of a wide range of 
topics relating to Buddhist doctrine and practice. One of the striking 
aspects of his life is his incredible productivity, which is all the more 
impressive considering that he lived in a time in which there were no com¬ 
puters, interlibrary loan departments, fax machines, or telephones. In 
addition to his literary output, he was also in great demand as a teacher 
and gave lectures regularly. He even managed to find time for long peri¬ 
ods of meditative retreat. As Robert Thurman remarks, 

on careful consideration of the list of Tsong Khapa’s discourses and 
teachings, it would also appear that he must have spent his whole life 
discoursing. Yet from the point of view of his daily practice it seems 
that he spent his life in meditative retreat. But on reading his literary 
output, it would seem that he could only have read and composed 
texts. His Holiness the Dalai Lama feels that Je Rinpoche’s greatest 
feat was to have done all three. 3 

In his early fifties, he wrote one of his most influential treatises, The 
Essence of Good Explanations, Treatise Differentiating the Interpretable and 
the Definitive, in which he discussed the strategies for scriptural interpre¬ 
tation of the two main schools of Indian Buddhism, the Madhyamaka and 
the Yogacara. Shortly after completing this work, he conceived the idea of 
inaugurating a yearly religious festival that would begin at the Tibetan 
New Year ( Lo gsar; pronounced “Losar”). The Great Aspiration Festival, 
or Monlam Chenmo, is still celebrated today in Tibetan communities and 
is one of the major religious events of the year. 4 
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The Founding ofGanden Monastery 

After the first Monlam was celebrated, several ofTsong Khapa’s disciples 
requested that he curtail his travels. At this time he was fifty-two. They 
proposed to build a monastery for him, and he agreed. Tsong Khapa 
prayed before an image of Sakyamuni for advice concerning the site of 
the monastery and was told to build it near Lhasa, in the area of Drokri. 
When it was constructed, he named it Ganden (the Tibetan translation 
of the Sanskrit Tusitd), which is the legendary abode of Maitreya, the next 
buddha. 

Tsong Khapa traveled to the site of the future monastery with one of 
his disciples, Gendlin Druba (1391-1474), who was posthumously recog¬ 
nized as the first Dalai Lama. Gendlin Druba appointed two other stu¬ 
dents to oversee the construction, and the main buildings were completed 
within a year. The monastery was officially opened in 1409. Ganden later 
became a huge monastic complex, housing as many as four thousand 
monks. The founding of this institution was followed by the founding of 
Drebung in 1416 and Sera in 1419, both also near Lhasa. Ganden, Drebung, 
and Sera became the three principal centers of the Gelukpa order and were 
the lineage’s primary seats of power in central Tibet. They were ransacked 
by the Chinese army in 1959, and Ganden was largely bombed into rub¬ 
ble. All three have been rebuilt in India, where they continue the scholas¬ 
tic and meditative traditions established by Tsong Khapa. 

Tsong Khapa’s Death 

Around the time of his fifty-fifth year, Tsong Khapa began receiving signs 
of impending bad health. His students responded by performing rituals 
and saying prayers for his continued good health and long life. Despite 
their efforts, the omens persisted, and Tsong Khapa realized that his life 
was drawing to a close. At the age of sixty-two, aware that he would soon 
pass away, he gave a series of final instructions to his students that summed 
up his profound and original insights into Buddhist thought and practice. 
In the main hall of Ganden, he conducted a ritual, the merit of which he 
offered to all sentient beings. At the conclusion of the ceremony, he recited 
prayers requesting rebirth in Tusita heaven. Later he complained of back 
pains and illness. In response, many of his disciples gathered to perform 
rites to cure him and extend his life. 



GELUK / 475 


The next day his pain had increased, and he told his students that they 
should devote themselves to the cultivation of the mind of awakening. He 
withdrew into seclusion and engaged in tantric practices, particularly med¬ 
itations connected with Heruka. At dawn of the morning of the twenty- 
fifth day of the tenth month, he began to meditate on emptiness, and he 
entered into a profound contemplation of the final nature of phenomena. 
Later in the morning, while sitting in a full lotus posture, he relinquished 
his hold on life. This event was marked by many auspicious signs, which 
were witnessed by his assembled disciples. Tsong Khapa’s body took on the 
appearance of a youthful Manjus'ri, and multicolored rays of light poured 
forth from it. 

During the next forty-nine days numerous offerings were made at Gan- 
den and Drebung. Oracles were consulted, and they agreed that Tsong 
Khapa’s remains should be enshrined at Ganden in a specially constructed 
stupa. This became an important pilgrimage site, but it was desecrated by 
the Chinese army in the 1960s during the Cultural Revolution. 

The Continuation of Tsong Khapa’s Tradition 

Tsong Khapa’s work was continued by his two greatest students, Kedrup 
and Gyeltsap. At the request of the other disciples, Gyeltsap ascended the 
throne of Ganden, indicating that he was recognized as the primary suc¬ 
cessor to Tsong Khapa’s lineage. He held this position for twelve years until 
his death. He composed a number of important treatises, and his collected 
works are contained in eight volumes. Gyeltsap was succeeded as throne- 
holder of Ganden by Kedrup, who retained the position for seven years 
until his passing at the age of fifty-four. These two lamas came to be 
regarded as the “spiritual sons” of Tsong Khapa and are commonly 
depicted sitting on either side of their master in tankas and other religious 
paintings. 

During the following centuries, the fortunes of the Gelukpa order rose 
quickly, mainly because it continued to produce an impressive number of 
eminent scholars and tantric adepts. Another factor in its success was its 
initial reluctance to become involved in Tibetan politics. Instead, for sev¬ 
eral centuries after the death of Tsong Khapa, the Gelukpa order was mainly 
renowned for its strict adherence to monastic discipline, its accomplished 
scholars, and its intensive meditative training. 5 

This attitude of aloofness toward politics was not to last, however. As 
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Gelukpa leaders continued to enjoy an enviable reputation for scholarship, 
monastic discipline, and tantric attainments, the order attracted growing 
numbers of novice monks and built new monasteries, such as Tashih- 
liinpo, which was founded in 1445 by Gendlin Druba. This later became 
the seat of the Panchen Lamas, who are second only to the Dalai Lamas 
in prestige in the Gelukpa order. Gelukpa monastic institutions grew and 
flourished, and these began to attract students from all over the Tibetan 
cultural area. 

The Gelukpas began to acquire significant political power in the six¬ 
teenth century as a result of the discovery of the third Dalai Lama among 
the Mongols. Sonam Gyatso (1543-1588)—who was recognized by the 
leaders of the Gelukpa order as the third Dalai Lama—was the grandson 
of Altan Khan, one of the most powerful Mongol chieftains. This initi¬ 
ated a long-standing bond between the two groups, which paid political 
dividends for the Gelukpas in the seventeenth century. 6 

After the defeat of the last ruler of Tsang province by Gushri Khan in 
1642, the victorious khan appointed Ngawang Losang Gyatso (1617-1682), 
the fifth Dalai Lama, as temporal and spiritual leader of Tibet. This 
ensured the future supremacy of the Gelukpa order. The Mongol victory 
effectively ended centuries of bitter and divisive fighting. The fifth Dalai 
Lama proved to be an able statesman as well as an influential religious 
figure, and he consolidated the hegemony of the Dalai Lamas, who con¬ 
tinued to be recognized as the rulers of Tibet until the Chinese annexa¬ 
tion of the region in 1959. His ascension to power also ensured the political 
dominance of the Gelukpa order. 

In addition to its successful political maneuvering, the Gelukpa order 
has been able to produce a succession of eminent religious leaders, people 
who embody the ideals of scholarship and meditative practice initiated by 
Tsong Khapa. Among these are the great scholar Jamyang Sheba (1648— 
1721), who wrote some of the most influential Gelukpa scholastic litera¬ 
ture, and his reincarnation Gonchok Jikme Ongpo (1728-1791), who is 
best known for his Precious Garland of Tenets and his seminal work on the 
bodhisattva levels and the five Buddhist paths, entitled Presentation of the 
Levels and Paths, Beautiful Ornament of the Three Vehicles. 

Other important figures include Jang Gya (1717-1786), who also 
authored an influential “Presentation of Tenets,” Ngawang Belden (b. 
1797), who wrote an important commentary on Jamyang Sheba’s Great 
Exposition of Tenets , 7 and Pabongka (1878-1941), a renowned scholar and 



GELUK / 477 


debater who was known as a fierce sectarian and defender of Gelukpa 
tenets. Tsong Khapa’s tradition of scholarship and meditative training 
continues today in the Gelukpa monasteries that have been rebuilt in 
India, as well as in centers in Europe and North America. The present 
Dalai Lama is perhaps the greatest living embodiment of the tradition’s 
intersecting ideals of intellectual achievement and tantric training. He is 
viewed by the overwhelming majority of Tibetans as the greatest symbol 
of all that is best and most worth preserving in their culture, and he 
impresses people who meet him with his unusual blend of saintliness and 
humility, profound understanding of Buddhist thought, and meditative 
realization. 


The Gelukpa Monastic System 

The Gelukpa order stresses both monasticism and scholarship. Thus, it 
is not surprising that it has a highly structured monastic order that con¬ 
tains hierarchically arranged levels of academic achievement. The first div¬ 
ision is the distinction, made in all orders ofTibetan Buddhism, between 
ordinary monks and incarnate lamas ( ttilku ). The latter are people who 
have been recognized as reincarnations of deceased lamas. They are com¬ 
monly ordained as monks at an early age and begin their religious train¬ 
ing soon after. Monks can enter a monastery at any age, but it is common 
for them to join when they are still young, often as a result of urging by 
their families. 

A novice monk is referred to as a getstil (dge tshul, sramanera ), and after 
learning the rules of conduct, he can petition to receive full ordination as 
a gelong{dge slong, bhiksu). According to traditional standards, in order to 
become a getstil, a boy must be able to chase away a crow on his own. 
Gelongs must be at least twenty years of age. 

Once ordained, young monks generally pursue a standard program of 
study that spans a wide range of topics in Buddhist literature. As a rule, a 
monk must successfully complete a particular unit of study before being 
allowed to move on to the next. The primary units of study are: (i) monas¬ 
tic discipline ( ’dul ba, vinayd), the basic text of which is the Vinaya-sutra 
by Gunaprabha; (2) abhidharma, which focuses on Vasubandhu’s Treasury 
ofAbhidharma and is primarily concerned with metaphysics and cosmol¬ 
ogy; (3) epistemology ( tshad ma, pramana), which is based on Dharma- 
kirti’s Commentary on [Digndga’s] ‘Compendium of Valid Cognition, 
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concentrates on logic, reasoning, the nature of mind, and learning theory; 
(4) the Middle Way School (Madhyamaka), in which monks mainly study 
Candrakirti’s Entry Into the Middle Way and which focuses on emptiness, 
the ten perfections, and reasoning; and (5) perfection of wisdom, which 
also focuses on the ten perfections, on the mind of awakening, and the 
career of the bodhisattva. Its main text is Maitreya’s Ornament for Clear 
Realizations. 


The Geshe Degree 

A monk who successfully completes all aspects of this scholastic program 
may then compete for the degree of geshe {dge bshes, kalyanamitra ), which 
is a recognition of superior scholarship. Very few of those who begin the 
training program ever earn this degree, since it may take from fifteen to 
twenty-five years and is extremely rigorous. The primary method of exam¬ 
ination is oral debate, in which a monk must be able quickly to evaluate 
a wide range of philosophical positions, defend any of them against any 
other, and triumph (or at least hold his own) in a no-holds-barred intel¬ 
lectual contest. The debates are generally very lively, with monks enthusi¬ 
astically jumping, pivoting, shouting, and sometimes even pushing their 
opponents. Some participants will use techniques designed to undermine 
the assurance of their adversaries, such as raising eyebrows in mock sur¬ 
prise, intending to cause opponents to question the wisdom of their posi¬ 
tions. The stated purpose of the exercise is to develop the intellects of the 
monks, and it is felt that direct dialectical confrontation accomplishes this 
goal by training them to defend philosophical positions, to think on their 
feet, and to critically examine their doctrines and positions. 

The Geshe Examination Process 

Candidates for the geshe degree must first pass oral examinations at their 
own monasteries in all of the five subjects listed above. 8 They next must 
complete a second set of assessments in their monastic universities. Those 
wishing to earn the degree of geshe hlarampa (dge bshes lha ram pa) —the 
highest level among those who receive the geshe degree—must then pass 
the most difficult of all examinations in the Gelukpa order. Prior to the 
Chinese invasion, candidates for the geshe hlarampa degree were exam¬ 
ined in the Potala by the top scholars of the order: the Dalai Lama, the 
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throne-holder of Ganden, the senior tutor of the Dalai Lama, the junior 
tutor, seven assistant tutors, as well as the Jangtse Choje and the Sharpa 
Choje, two senior abbots whose offices are described in more detail below. 9 
The assistant tutors are drawn from the seven main Gelukpa monastic col¬ 
leges, each of which provides one tutor. They are appointed by the respec¬ 
tive abbots of the monasteries and are geshes who have been chosen for 
their scholarship and debating skills. 

After successfully completing the examinations at the Potala, the can¬ 
didates for the degree of geshe hlarampa are next subjected to another 
round of assessments. These are conducted annually during the Monlam 
festival, which is held for several weeks after the Tibetan New Year. Dur¬ 
ing the exam period, monks, geshes, and abbots from the three major 
Gelukpa monasteries used to gather in the courtyard of the Jokhang Tem¬ 
ple in Lhasa; today the examinations are conducted at exile institutions in 
India. The geshe hlarampa candidates are subjected to questions from all 
sides and must demonstrate a comprehensive knowledge of Buddhist 
scriptures and exceptional skill in debate. Each year, only a few of the geshe 
candidates are awarded the degree of hlarampa. 10 

Qualifications and Restrictions 

Although the Gelukpa tradition recognizes some people as tiilkus—beings 
who are reincarnations of great lamas—the various levels of scholarly 
achievement are open to any male who is able to complete the program 
successfully." The formal geshe degree and the ranking system that recog¬ 
nizes varying levels of achievement was instituted by the thirteenth Dalai 
Lama (1876-1934). In this system, any qualified monk who is either a 
novice or full ordinand may study for the geshe degree. Monks may come 
from any level of society and from any geographical region. There are even 
a number of Western monks currently working toward the geshe degree, 
and one who has received the degree of geshe hlarampa. 12 

The only restrictions for the final awarding of the degree are the require¬ 
ment that the candidate be a fully-ordained monk who is at least twenty- 
five years old, and he must have received training at one of the seven major 
Gelukpa monastic colleges in the three main monastic universities in U 
province: Ganden, Sera, or Drebung. The seven colleges are: Ganden 
Jangtse, Ganden Shardze, Sera Je, Sera Me, Drebung Loseling, Drebung 
Gomang, and Drebung Deyang. 13 
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The Senior and Junior Tutors to the Dalai Lama 

After completing the geshe degree, there are a number of further advance¬ 
ments that one can make in the monastic hierarchy. One of these is the 
office of assistant tutor to the Dalai Lama, which is given to a geshe who 
demonstrates exceptional abilities. Above that is the office of junior tutor, 
which is given to a geshe hlarampa who is widely recognized for scholar¬ 
ship and debating skills. Among the tutors, the highest office is that of 
senior tutor, which passes to the junior tutor when the senior tutor dies 
or retires. A new junior tutor is then appointed by a committee composed 
of eminent lamas and two oracles—the Nechung oracle and the Gadong 
oracle. 

During the selection process, the names of the leading candidates are 
written on small pieces of paper, and each is inserted into equal-sized balls 
of roasted barley flour. These are placed in a bowl in front of a buddha 
statue or a tanka. A special ceremony is performed to ensure that the best 
candidate is chosen, and the ball that first comes out of the bowl deter¬ 
mines who will be the next junior tutor. It is believed that the oracles and 
buddhas decide which person is the best candidate and ensure that the ball 
containing his name will be chosen. 

Postgraduate Study 

Those who successfully attain the level of geshe commonly follow this by 
entering a long retreat, often lasting for three years. The logic behind this 
system is based on the idea that one should first gain a thorough ground¬ 
ing in Buddhist scriptures, philosophy, doctrines, and practice before 
engaging in full-time meditation. Trainees who thoroughly understand 
what they are meditating on will be less likely to go astray in meditation 
than those whose understanding is merely superficial. A person who earns 
the geshe degree is recognized as having gained a profound and wide-rang¬ 
ing knowledge of the major areas of Buddhist learning, and such people 
are considered by the Gelukpa tradition to be uniquely suited to medita¬ 
tion practice. 

Following the retreat, many geshes choose to pursue tantric training at 
one of the Gelukpa tantric monasteries, generally the Upper Tantric Col¬ 
lege or the Lower Tantric College, which are named for their positions in 
the city of Lhasa. 
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Administration of the Tantric Colleges 

The next level of the Gelukpa hierarchy is the position of assistant abbot 
of one of the two main tantric monasteries. This position is chosen by the 
Dalai Lama every three years and is held by a geshe hlarampa. After a three- 
year term, the assistant abbot becomes abbot, and the former abbot retires 
as a “precious abbot emeritus” ( mKhan zurRin po che, pronounced “Ken- 
siir Rinpoche”) The new abbot is given the title rinpoche, meaning “pre¬ 
cious jewel.” 14 A person who becomes an abbot may initiate an 
incarnational lineage, and all of his successors will bear the title of rin¬ 
poche. The abbot emeritus may either choose to continue teaching or 
withdraw into meditative seclusion. 

The most senior abbot emeritus of the Upper Tantric College becomes 
the Sharpa Chdje when the current holder retires, dies, or is promoted. 
The Sharpa Choje may advance to the highest rank within the Gelukpa 
hierarchy, the position of throne-holder of Ganden (Ganden Tripa). The 
position of Jangtse Choje of Ganden Jangtse monastic college is held by a 
former abbot of the Lower Tantric College. 

The throne-holder of Ganden inherits the seat ofTsong Khapa, the 
founder of the lineage. The throne-holder generally serves a seven-year 
term. The present throne-holder is Yeshe Donden, the ninety-ninth per¬ 
son to hold this position. The throne-holder is chosen from among the 
best scholars in the Gelukpa order, and only those who have earned the 
degree of geshe hlarampa, served as abbot of one of the two main tantric 
monasteries, and have then been selected to be an assistant tutor are can¬ 
didates for the top position. 


Distinctive Practices: The Stages of the Path 

Perhaps the greatest legacy of Tsong Khapa was his brilliant synthesis of 
Buddhist doctrine and practice outlined in his two seminal treatises, The 
Great Exposition of the Stages of the Rath and The Great Exposition of Secret 
Mantra. Each of these voluminous texts contains a comprehensive vision 
of the path to awakening that is based on the classical Indian model. In 
this system, the beginner is conceived of as a person whose mind is afflicted 
by mental defilements that prevent him or her from perceiving reality cor¬ 
rectly. The defilements prompt ordinary beings to engage in nonvirtuous 
activities, and these in turn result in suffering. More importantly, ordinary 
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beings become conditioned to such negative mental states by repeatedly 
engaging in nonvirtuous deeds. The key to overcoming suffering lies in 
eliminating the basic ignorance that blinds sentient beings to the conse¬ 
quences of their actions. Tsong Khapa’s presentation of the path begins 
with beings at this level and describes their condition and its causes. After 
this description, he outlines a graduated path by means of which they can 
overcome their afflictions, engage in virtuous actions, remove mental 
defilements and their predispositions, and finally, through diligent train¬ 
ing, attain final awakening. 

Tsong Khapa begins his presentation with the practices and doctrines 
that are common to both the sutra and tantra systems. This is the subject 
matter of The Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path. He continues his 
analysis in The Great Exposition of Secret Mantra, which presents a gradu¬ 
ated path to awakening in accordance with the Vajrayana system. 

The characteristic Gelukpa system of the path to awakening is referred 
to as lamrim (lam rim), “stages of the path.” As this term indicates, the 
path is envisioned as proceeding in hierarchically arranged stages, and 
trainees are expected to complete each level before moving on to the next 
one. This is important because later trainings require successful comple¬ 
tion of the preceding stages. 

Each aspect of the path prepares the mind and alters the perceptions of 
trainees in ways that help them to overcome suffering and its causes. The 
basic problem is ignorance, and this results in a multitude of nonvirtuous 
actions. The only way to overcome this ignorance and the actions that 
result from it is gradually to wean the mind from afflicted mental states. 
Tsong Khapa’s Great Exposition is a blueprint for this process. 

The Three Principal Aspects of the Path 

The stages of the path system is also summarized by Tsong Khapa in sev¬ 
eral shorter treatises, the most important of which is his The Three Princi¬ 
pal Aspects of the Path. In this work, Tsong Khapa divides the Buddhist 
path into three primary features: (1) the intention definitely to leave cyclic 
existence, (2) generating the intention to attain awakening for the sake of 
all sentient beings, and (3) the correct view of emptiness. These crystallize 
the essence of all Buddhist teachings and practices, and they are said to be 
the primary goals of all Buddhist sutras, tantras, and commentaries. Tsong 
Khapa also contends that they are common to both the sutra and tantra 
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paths. He indicates that these should not be viewed as partial or introduc¬ 
tory, since they are the foundation of all practice and are as necessary for 
successful Vajrayana training as they are for nontantric meditation. Jeffrey 
Hopkins notes that although tantric techniques in general are viewed as 
being superior to those of the sutra path, 

all of them require these three principal paths as prerequisites and 
none of them at any time forsakes these three. The intention defi¬ 
nitely to leave cyclic existence is as essential to the practice of tantra 
as it is to that of sutra; in tantra the discipline is even stricter than 
that of the sutra systems. The aspiration to enlightenment for the 
sake of all sentient beings is the assumption of the burden of freeing 
all sentient beings from misery and joining them with happiness and 
one’s consequent wish for Buddhahood, the state wherein one actu¬ 
ally has the power to effect one’s promise to free all beings through 
teaching the path. It forms the motivation for tantra practice as well 
as for sutra practice. The correct view is the realization of emptiness, 
the realization that all phenomena do not exist inherently, are just 
imputations by thought, nominally existent and effective but not to 
be found under ultimate analysis. Emptiness itself is the life of sutra 
and tantra. 15 

The Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path 

Tsong Khapa’s Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path also stresses these 
three components, but goes into great detail on all features of the tech¬ 
niques that are common to both sutra and tantra. The Great Exposition is 
based on Atis'a’s seminal work, A Lamp for the Path to Awakening, which 
became the basis of the meditative system of the Kadampa, the first order 
of Buddhism founded in Tibet. Tsong Khapa saw himself as following 
Atis'a’s approach and reforming inaccuracies in its transmission, and so his 
order is sometimes referred to as the “New Kadampa.” His Great Exposi- 
tion of the Stages of the Path attempts to draw out the thought of Atis'a’s 
work, using it as a basis for his vision of a graduated path to awakening. 

Atis'a’s paradigm conceived the path in terms of stages and levels of 
attainment. The most important of these are the five paths and ten bodhi- 
sattva levels. 16 Each of these phases represents a certain degree of accom¬ 
plishment and is marked by a particular realization or set of realizations. 
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The culmination of the process is the tenth level, at the end of which one 
becomes a buddha. All of the paths and levels are connected with medita- 
tional practices that are summarized in the three principal aspects of the 
path. 

According to Gelukpa scholastics, there are two primary presentations 
of stages of the path, one of which was transmitted by Manjus'ri to 
Nagarjuna, and a second that was taught to Asanga by Maitreya. Atis'a’s 
text derives from the first lineage, and Tsong Khapa’s presentation relies 
on this tradition, while incorporating the other into his system. 

How to Develop Genuine Compassion 

Tsong Khapa begins his exposition on the development of compassion by 
pointing out that all sentient beings are alike in that they seek to find hap¬ 
piness and avoid suffering. From this standpoint, there is no difference 
between individual sentient beings, and if one recognizes this fact one’s 
own desire to avoid suffering is seen to be equivalent to that of all others. 
One should then realize that if one looks at the big picture, no one being 
has a greater claim to happiness than any other, and through cultivating 
this insight one realizes that all are equal in this regard. This is called 
“equating self and others.” 

One should then think about the consequences of the unbridled pur¬ 
suit of selfish happiness. We all intuitively think that if one wishes to be 
happy one should pursue one’s own ends, even if this leads to the suffer¬ 
ing of others. If we observe selfish and greedy people, however, we find 
that they are never truly fulfilled, while conversely those who work for the 
benefit of others do tend to be content. One should then recognize that 
seeking happiness selfishly leads to suffering, while working for others pro¬ 
duces benefits for oneself and others. 

The Nature of Mind 

As we have seen in previous chapters, in the Gelukpa system the mind is 
said to be of the nature of clear light. Although ordinary beings are plagued 
by discontent, which is caused by afflicted mental states, their defilements 
are not related to the nature of mind. They are “adventitious,” meaning 
that they are caused by certain actions and emotions, but these never 
become part of the mind itself. If, for instance, one feels hatred for others 



GELUK / 485 


and continues to indulge in this emotion, it will become progressively 
stronger, and one will find that it is easier to hate. No matter how strong 
the tendency grows, however, it never changes the basic clear light nature 
of mind, and one can weaken and even eliminate hatred (or any other neg¬ 
ative emotion) through familiarizing oneself with the proper meditative 
antidotes. If one wishes to eradicate hatred, one should cultivate love and 
compassion, and if one repeatedly and diligently familiarizes oneself with 
these attitudes, the force of hatred diminishes and one becomes progres¬ 
sively less likely to experience it. As the Dalai Lama describes this training, 

Certain types of consciousness are undesirable in that when they arise 
they torment the individual’s mind, but there are others whose arisal 
ushers in calmness and peace. So our task now is to discriminate skill¬ 
fully between these two categories of consciousness. Generally speak¬ 
ing, consciousness is of a nature of clarity and knowing; it is susceptible 
to change and transformation. Therefore, the essential nature of con¬ 
sciousness is pure and clear, which suggests that the delusions that pol¬ 
lute the mind have not penetrated into its nature. All the mental 
stains, such as ignorance and the other delusions that torment us, are 
adventitious and hence not indivisible aspects of our minds. 17 

A person who engages in this training is not newly producing the clear 
light nature of mind; consciousness is primordially free from all defile¬ 
ments, and one’s meditation simply allows the clear light to manifest. 

Tsong Khapa recognizes that most people cannot eliminate deeply 
ingrained mental defilements quickly, and so his presentation of the “stages 
of the path” begins at the beginning and outlines the cognitive changes 
that are required for ordinary beings. The first of these is a recognition of 
impermanence. One must realize that all human life is transitory, that the 
time of death is uncertain, and that a human birth is extremely rare. 
Gelukpa teachers warn their students that 

one should not have the wrong notion that the practice of dharma is 
to be put off for the future when one can set aside a specific time for 
it; rather, it should be integrated into one’s life right now. 18 

Buddhist literature from the earliest times in India has asserted that a 
human rebirth is extremely unusual. Even rarer is to have a human rebirth 
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in which one is fortunate enough to hear someone mention the dharma. 
Rarer still is a life in which one encounters realized teachers and their writ¬ 
ten works. A person who finds all of these and also has the leisure time and 
resources necessary to engage in the practice of dharma is extraordinarily 
fortunate. Once one recognizes all of these things, the next prerequisite is 
the development of an unwavering intention to make the most of the 
opportunity by devoting oneself to religious practice. Since the time of 
one’s death is uncertain and one may not find another human rebirth for 
a long time, one should resolve to begin immediately, and not put train¬ 
ing off until a later and more convenient time. People who wait for such 
times seldom find them. 

The proper response to these factors is a sense of urgency, which is sum¬ 
marized in the fourth Panchen Lama’s commentary on The Three Princi¬ 
pal Aspects of the Path, in which he advises meditators to think: 

Now I have attained the special body of a human that has leisure and 
fortune, is difficult to find, and, if found, is extremely meaningful. If 
at this time of meeting with Buddha’s precious teaching I do not 
attain the state of completely perfect Buddhahood, the supreme lib¬ 
eration that eradicates all suffering, I must again undergo the suffer¬ 
ing at least of cyclic existence in general and perhaps also of the three 
bad transmigrations in particular. 19 

The Faults of Cyclic Existence 

One should now consider the faults of cyclic existence. Samsara is begin¬ 
ningless and endless. Every person has been born countless times in the 
past, has grown old, suffered, and died, and each successive birth was 
determined by the actions of its predecessors. If one does not do some¬ 
thing to escape the treadmill of cyclic existence, one will continue to be 
reborn in it, and there is no certainty that one’s future births will even be 
as good as the present one. Rather, if one thinks on the fact that most of 
the people in the world are plagued by suffering, poverty, war, disease, nat¬ 
ural disasters, and so on, one realizes that even if one is fortunate enough 
to be reborn as a human, the odds are good that one’s next rebirth will be 
full of unpleasantness. It is more likely, however, that one will end up in 
one of the lower realms (of animals, hungry ghosts, and hell beings), which 
are characterized by constant suffering. Those born in these destinies expe- 



GELUK / 487 


rience hardships and pain beyond what most humans could endure or even 
imagine. 

Given the fact that cyclic existence is beginningless and endless, one 
should also recognize that one has been reborn countless times and that 
one has been in all of the unpleasant destinies and suffered horribly More¬ 
over, given the transitory nature of fortunes in cyclic existence, if one 
remains on the treadmill, in the future one will inevitably find oneself in 
the lower realms. A person who truly comprehends the facts of the situa¬ 
tion should develop a profound aversion toward cyclic existence and a 
powerful resolve to escape it as quickly as possible. It is said that a proper 
understanding of the nature of cyclic existence leads to the attitude of a 
prisoner toward his prison and an overwhelming desire to be free from it. 
Tsong Khapa indicates that without such an outlook, one will be unable 
to follow the path to awakening successfully: 

Imagine your mother very clearly in front of you. Consider several 
times how she has been your mother numberless times, not only now, 
but from beginningless cyclic existence. When she was your mother, 
she protected you from all danger and brought about your benefit 
and happiness. In particular, in this life she held you for a long time 
in her womb. Once you were born, while you still had new hair, she 
held you to the warmth of her flesh and rocked you on the tips of her 
ten fingers. She nursed you at her breast, gave you food with her 
mouth, cleaned your snot with her mouth, and wiped away your filth 
with her hand. 23 In various ways she nourished you tirelessly. When 
you were hungry and thirsty, she gave you drink, and when you were 
cold, clothes, and when poor, money. She gave you those things that 
were precious to her. Moreover, she did not find these easily .... 
When you suffered with a fever she would rather have died herself 
than have her child die; and if her child became sick, from the depths 
of her heart she would rather have suffered herself than have her child 
suffer. 24 

The love of a mother for her child and the child’s gratitude and affec¬ 
tion are the primary paradigms for cultivating an attitude of cherishing 
all other beings. Tsong Khapa assumes that one has a close bond with 
one’s mother and that anyone who contemplates his or her mother’s kind¬ 
ness will wish to repay it. The seven-point cause and effect method is 
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based on the assumption that a mother’s affection for her child is the 
strongest love of ordinary beings, and this becomes the model for Bud¬ 
dhist practitioners. 

After becoming aware of the kindness of one’s own mother, one then 
extends to all other sentient beings the feelings of warmth and gratitude 
that this awareness engenders. Then one considers the fact that one’s pres¬ 
ent life is contingent on various causes and conditions and that one’s cur¬ 
rent relationships are merely accidental: in the past, the person who is now 
one’s worst enemy was one’s mother or dearest friend, and one’s friends 
and relatives were one’s most bitter enemies. Moreover, there is no cer¬ 
tainty even with respect to present relationships: one’s foe can become a 
friend, and one’s friends can become foes. 

From one’s own viewpoint, since one has cycled beginninglessly, 
there are no sentient beings who have not been one’s friends hun¬ 
dreds of times. Therefore, one should think, ‘Whom should I value?’ 
Whom should I hate?’ 25 

According to the Dalai Lama, people who successfully cultivate this 
understanding are able to love even those who hate and harm them. He 
mentions the poignant example of the Chinese soldiers who invaded his 
country, slaughtered his fellow Tibetans, drove him into exile, and are 
working to destroy his culture and religion. He states that they are his 
greatest friends in meditation, since learning to love them, despite the 
atrocities they have committed, has been a great challenge: 

Concepts of enemy, friend, and so forth are relative and exist only at 
the conceptual level. They are mutually dependent, as are the con¬ 
cepts of long and short .... It is your misapprehension of friends, 
relatives, and enemies as inherently existent that gives rise to your 
fluctuating emotions towards them. Therefore, by realizing that there 
is no such inherently existent enemy and friend, you will be able to 
overcome your biased feelings toward all beings. 26 

Contemplating in this way, one comes to understand that there is no 
necessity for a particular person’s being either cherished or despised. When 
one fully comprehends the kindness of one’s own mother and realizes that 
all other sentient beings have been equally kind, one experiences a perva- 
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sive affection and respect that extends to all other living beings, even those 
toward whom one previously felt animosity. 

The next step is to recognize that one owes each sentient being a debt 
of gratitude for past kindnesses and, thinking in this way, one resolves to 
repay each one. After considering how best to accomplish this, it becomes 
clear that at present one’s resources are limited. Since Tsong Khapa is a 
Buddhist thinker, it is not surprising that he concludes that the type of 
person best able to help others is a buddha, and so he suggests that at this 
point one should decide to pursue buddhahood in order to benefit others 
most effectively. 


Meditation on Emptiness 

The third principal aspect of the path in the Gelukpa system is medita¬ 
tion on emptiness, which is one of the two primary characteristics of the 
awakened mind of a buddha. The other is compassion, which is closely 
related to the practices of learning to view all sentient beings as one’s moth¬ 
ers and working for the benefit of others. In Tsong Khapa’s view, training 
in wisdom is not dissociated from cultivation of compassion; rather, both 
are intimately linked, and each fortifies and enhances the other. Thus the 
Dalai Lama states, 

To cultivate compassion—altruism—in meditation it is necessary to 
have the assistance of wisdom. It is said that with the help of wisdom, 
compassion can become limitless. This is because afflictive emotions 
prevent the development of limitless compassion, and in order to 
destroy these afflictive emotions it is necessary to know the nature of 
phenomena. The reason for this is that the afflictive emotions super¬ 
impose a goodness and badness upon phenomena which exceeds the 
measure of what is there .... To counter this superimposition and 
hence prevent the arising of afflictive emotions it is necessary to know 
the final nature of phenomena correctly, without superimposition; we 
need to know the absence of inherent existence in all phenomena . 27 

Through familiarizing oneself with altruism, one’s appreciation of 
emptiness deepens, and as one becomes more advanced in meditation on 
emptiness, one develops a progressively greater capacity for compassion, 
and so, 
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because the ultimate nature of all phenomena is this emptiness of 
inherent existence, it is also necessary to cultivate wisdom. When 
these two aspects—compassion and wisdom—are practiced in 
union, wisdom grows more profound, and the sense of duality 
diminishes. Due to the mind’s dwelling in the meaning of emptiness, 
dualistic appearance becomes lighter, and at the same time the mind 
itself becomes more subtle. As the mind grows even more subtle, 
reaching the subtlest level, it is eventually transformed into the most 
basic mind, the fundamental innate mind of clear light, which at 
once realizes and is of one taste with emptiness in meditative 
equipoise without any dualistic appearance, mixed with emptiness. 
Within all having this one taste, anything and everything can appear; 
this is known as “All in one taste, one taste in all.” 28 

A person who successfully contemplates emptiness comes to recognize 
that “nothing is either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.” We con¬ 
stantly superimpose interpretations on the things we perceive, and we gen¬ 
erally are completely unaware that we do so. When we analyze phenomena 
in order to determine whether or not they inherently possess the qualities 
that we impute to them, however, we find that in their final nature they 
are empty, completely lacking any inherent existence, constantly chang¬ 
ing and impermanent. 

In the Gelukpa system, one initially uses reasoning in order to ascertain 
whether or not phenomena exist in the way that they appear. When exam¬ 
ined in this way, we find that although things seem to exist inherently and 
to naturally possess the qualities that we impute to them, in reality they 
do not. Gelukpa texts contain numerous reasonings that help one to gain 
a conceptual grasp of emptiness, because emptiness is said to be a “slightly 
hidden phenomenon,” meaning that although we are generally unaware 
of it, we can comprehend it through reasoning. 

The initial use of reasoning enables the meditator to recognize that all 
phenomena are empty of inherent existence, and the fact that one is able 
to demonstrate this through reasoned proofs makes the conviction 
unshakable. Merely gaining a conceptual apprehension, however, is not 
enough: one must deepen the understanding of emptiness through 
repeated familiarization. The more one trains in emptiness, the deeper 
one’s discernment becomes, until one transcends the need for conceptual 
thought, and one’s awareness of emptiness reaches the level of direct per- 



GELUK / 49I 


ception, such that when one considers a phenomenon in meditation, one 
immediately apprehends its absence of inherent existence. 

Meditation as Familiarization 

Such progress is possible because the mind is trainable; it becomes famil¬ 
iarized with whatever it is used to. Ordinary beings are plagued by the 
afflictive emotions because they have become habituated to them through 
repeated practice. If one chooses to pursue the Buddhist path, the mind 
can also become attuned to compassion and wisdom. 

You might think, ‘My mind is so full of the afflictive emotions. How 
could I possibly do this?’ However, the mind does what it is used to. 
What we are not used to, we find difficult, but with familiarity, things 
which were once difficult become easy. Thus Santideva’s Engaging in 
the Bodhisattva Deeds says, ‘There is nothing which, with time, you 
cannot get used to.’ 29 

In Tsong Khapa’s system, the third principal aspect of the path involves 
familiarizing oneself with the insight that all compounded phenomena are 
created by causes and conditions, that they are impermanent and transi¬ 
tory, and that they do not exist in the way that they appear. Although they 
seem to be solid, naturally possessing the qualities that we impute to them, 
and existent from their own side, in reality they do not exist in this way. 
The more one trains in this insight, the more profound one’s understand¬ 
ing becomes, until one no longer needs to recreate the reasoning process 
through which one initially came to know that phenomena are empty of 
inherent existence. The perception of emptiness operates at the level of 
direct cognition, and one develops the ability to recognize the emptiness 
of any phenomenon through directing one’s attention toward it. At this 
point, one transcends the conceptual thought that was necessary for ini¬ 
tial understanding. 

This is not, however, the final level of attainment, since even when one 
directly cognizes emptiness one is not able simultaneously to perceive the 
appearances of phenomena and their emptiness. One initially is only able 
to apprehend one or the other, and one can only directly perceive empti¬ 
ness while in a meditation in which one contemplates the final nature of 
phenomena. Only buddhas are able to view appearances and emptiness 
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at the same time, and so further training is required until one is able to 
do so. 

One is also unable to manifest the spontaneous and universal compas¬ 
sion of a buddha, and so one must continue to practice in order to deepen 
and expand the purview of one’s compassion. As noted above, in the 
Gelukpa system these two aspects of training work together, and each 
strengthens and enhances the other. The final result of this practice is bud- 
dhahood, which is the culmination of cultivating compassion and wis¬ 
dom, completing the training of the six perfections, and the attainment 
of omniscience. 


The Geluk System ofTantra 

The techniques outlined above are part of the exoteric lore that Gelukpas 
refer to as the “sutra path.” It is shared by the other orders ofTibetan Bud¬ 
dhism. All four traditions emphasize the necessity of preliminary study 
prior to serious meditation practice. Just as one needs to know where one 
is going and how to get there before deciding to journey from one place 
to another, so Buddhist meditators must learn the outline of the path, the 
sorts of practices in which they will engage and the experiences they can 
expect to have—along with the dangers and antidotes—and so Tibetan 
Buddhists who are serious about either exoteric yogas or Vajrayana are 
expected to spend years learning their respective systems. Most Tibetan 
masters have devoted decades to scholastic training before beginning seri¬ 
ous tantric meditation, and this approach has its antecedents in ancient 
India, where the monastic universities were centers both of learning and 
practice. Even among the siddha lineages, trainees generally spent many 
years of apprenticeship under a master’s guidance before venturing into 
remote areas for solitary contemplation. 30 

Like the other four orders, the Gelukpas have an extensive and highly 
developed system of tantric practice, which includes the training of deity 
yoga described in the “Tantra” chapter, the six yogas ofNaropa, formless 
meditations of great seal and great perfection lineages held in common 
with Kagyu and Nyingma lineages, as well as distinctive techniques de¬ 
rived from their own sources. The Gelukpa system of deity yoga and visu¬ 
alization practice is identical in all major respects with that outlined in the 
“Tantra” chapter, and so readers should refer to it. 

The main tantra for Geluk is the Cakrasamvara, and the Kdlacakra is 
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also an important source for doctrine and practice. The Gelukpa tradition, 
like the Sakyapa, generally contends that because of the difficulty of the 
path and the rigors of tantric practice, one must have a thorough education 
in exoteric and esoteric topics prior to engaging in Vajrayana training. Once 
this has been accomplished, Geluk masters emphasize the supremacy of 
tantra and encourage students to apply themselves to it diligently. Unlike 
some other Tibetan orders, the Gelukpas do not consider formless medi¬ 
tations by themselves to be sufficient for attainment of buddhahood: one 
must also master the techniques of heat yoga, illusory body, and visualiza¬ 
tion, along with long-term engagement in daily repetition of liturgical 
cycles ( sadhana). Furthermore, while some orders contend that the prac¬ 
tice of sexual yogas with a physical consort (an “action seal”) is not neces¬ 
sary for the attainment of buddhahood and that one may do so through 
visualizations alone, Gelukpa masters from the time ofTsong Khapa have 
contended that the subtle physiology of the winds, drops, and channels 
can only be transmuted into that of an awakened being through yogas 
involving an actual consort. On the other hand, Gelukpa tradition has 
tended to reserve such practices to an elite few adepts who have under¬ 
gone years of rigorous training prior to receiving the instructions of sex¬ 
ual yoga. Most practitioners are advised to remain monks or nuns and to 
employ meditations in which the consort is imagined, as this is safer and 
more effective for the vast majority of Buddhists. 

Gelukpas also emphasize the importance of frequent retreats, and like 
the other three orders maintain meditation centers in which trainees can 
engage in three-year periods of solitary contemplation after receiving a 
thorough grounding by their instructors. Some Western converts to other 
Tibetan traditions dismiss the Gelukpas as a group of scholars who neglect 
tantric practice, but this is a naive and uninformed prejudice; in reality, the 
Gelukpas have an extensive repertoire of Vajrayana lineages and traditions 
of practice going back to the origins of the system in India. Its major figures 
were both accomplished scholars and tantric adepts, and they are revered 
as much for their meditative accomplishments as their learning. 

It is true that Geluk has traditionally emphasized the centrality of study 
as a prerequisite for successful practice, but this in no way diminishes its 
commitment to meditation, and there is general agreement that without 
extensive training none of the advanced levels of the path are attainable. 
The Dalai Lama (who as noted previously was trained in the Gelukpa 
scholastic system but is not the head of the order) is an example of the dual 
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emphasis on study and practice. He spent his early years under the tute¬ 
lage of senior scholars, mastering the lore of exoteric and esoteric Buddhist 
systems, and attained the highest level in his geshe examinations. He is one 
of the greatest debaters of his generation and has an impressive knowledge 
of Buddhist literature. He also spends a significant part of each day 
engaged in tantric meditation. He receives ongoing instruction in the 
Vajrayana cycles of a range of lineages, and also has tutors for the formless 
meditations that are most closely associated with Kagyu and Nyingma, but 
which also have become part of the Geluk lineage. 

This is true of many other senior Gelukpa lamas, who spend years mem¬ 
orizing and debating the fine points of the textbooks of their respective 
colleges, but then expand their horizons and delve into other areas of Bud¬ 
dhist learning. Most also engage in tantric practice from an early age, and 
this is integrated into the monastic curriculum. Following the successful 
completion of each level of the scholastic system, students generally go 
into long-term solitary retreat, where their conceptual knowledge is inte¬ 
grated into the visualizations of deity yoga and the techniques of their 
order’s distinctive tantric practices. Many Gelukpas decide to leave the 
scholastic stream at some point and become full-time meditators, and 
spend most of their lives in caves or meditation huts. The system recog¬ 
nizes that there is a range of proclivities among practitioners, and has cor¬ 
responding options for study and practice. All Geluk masters agree that 
the techniques of highest yoga tantra are the fastest and most effective 
means for attainment of buddhahood, and the order maintains a range of 
lineages, each with its particular approach and esoteric lore, and this allows 
Geluk teachers to accommodate different aptitudes and orientations. 


Notes 

1. See chapter 13, “Kagyu.” 

2. The core issues and Tsong Khapa’s solutions are discussed at length in John Powers, 
“Stealth Polemics: Tsong Khapa on the Differences between Sutra and Tantra,” From 
Ancient India to Modern America: Buddhist Studies in Honor of Charles Prebish, ed. 
Damien Keown (London: Routledge/Curzon, 2005), pp. 128-145. 

3. Robert A.F. Thurman, ed., The Life and Teachings of Tsong Khapa (Dharamsala: 
Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1982), p. 28. “Je Rinpoche” is an epithet of 
Tsong Khapa. 

4. See chapter 7, “Festivals and Holy Days.” 

5. See Snellgrove and Richardson, A Culttiral History of Tibet, p. 181. 
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tion of A Tibetan Buddhist Monk (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), pp. 
254-266. This book also provides an insider’s view of the Gelukpa monastic system as 
practiced today in exile universities. 

9. These are two of the most senior positions within the Gelukpa monastic hierarchy. The 
Sharpa Choje ( Sharpa Chos rje), “Dharma Master of Ganden Shardze College” ( dGa’ 
Idan Shar rtse Grwa tsang, is the most senior retired abbot ( mkhan zur) from Gytito 
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10. As Dreyfus notes, however, the fact that a person has received the lharampa degree 
does not necessarily mean that he has an outstanding intellect; as with the Western 
Ph.D., some candidates earn it more by persistence and determination than by their 
superior intelligence ( Two Hands Clapping, p.255). What the degree does certify is that 
the successful candidate has memorized a prodigious amount of scholastic material 
and can defend a range of philosophical positions in dialectical debate. 

11. Traditionally women have not been candidates for the geshe degree because a geshe 
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lished in Tibet. See Hanna Havnevik, Tibetan Buddhist Nuns, pp. 50-51. 

12. Georges Dreyfus, whose memoir is mentioned in notes 8 and 10. He was born in 
Switzerland, traveled to India, and studied at several Gelukpa monasteries. 

13. The geshe degree is only awarded by the three main monasteries of Ganden, Sera, and 
Drebung, but other Gelukpa monasteries have their own degrees. Tashihliinpo Mon¬ 
astery, seat of the Panchen Lamas, awards the degree of “master of the teaching” in 
recognition of mastery of the five primary topics listed above. Shedrupling Monastery 
awards the degree of “master of extensive learning” to its best scholars. Recipients of 
these degrees are able to pursue tantric studies at the tantric colleges, but are not can¬ 
didates for the position of abbot of these monasteries, nor can they be appointed 
abbots of the three major non-tantric monasteries. 

14. This is a term by which Tibetans refer to people who are recognized as great teachers. 
It is given to incarnate lamas, respected scholars, important teachers, and renowned 
meditators, all of whom are considered by Tibetans to be great cultural resources. 

15. Geshe Lhundup Sopa and Jeffrey Hopkins, Cutting Through Appearances (Ithaca: 
Snow Lion, 1989), p. 18. 

16. See chapters 3 and 4. 

17. H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, Path to Bliss (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1991), tr. Geshe 
Thubten Jinpa, p. 14. 
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19. Losang Belden Denbe Nyima, Instructions on the Three Principal Aspects of the Path, in 

Cutting Through Appearances, p. 47. The “three bad transmigrations” are those of ani- 
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mals, hungry ghosts, and hell beings. These are “bad” because they involve a great deal 
of suffering. 

20. Cutting Through Appearances, p. 71. 

21. This passage is drawn from a version ofTsong Khapa’s Great Exposition of the Stages of 

the Path, entitled Four Interwoven Commentaries on the Great Exposition of the Stages 
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22. At this point someone could object that the logic of the practice could just as easily 

lead one to hate others, since they also have been murderers, torturers, and so on, and 
that there is just as much reason to feel enmity toward them as affection. This objec¬ 
tion misses the point of the exercise, which is to give compelling reasons for love and 
to show that in the past one has loved and cared for every other sentient being, and 
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tal circumstances. Thus, there are equally good reasons for valuing all other beings. 

23. The last three things refer to common practices in pre-industrial societies where pre¬ 

packaged baby food, Kleenex, and Pampers are not available. As explained in the com¬ 
mentaries (see note 18 above), mothers will chew a baby’s food first in order to make 
it easier for the child to digest. They will use their tongues to wipe away mucus from 
a baby’s face in order to avoid irritating its skin, and will even use their own hands to 
clean the infant’s filth. The main import of the passage is to make the meditator aware 
of the depth of his or her mother’s kindness. 

24. Four Interwoven Commentaries on the Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path, p. 575.1. 

25. Ibid., p. 572.5. 

2 6. Path to Bliss, p. 164. 

27. Kindness, Clarity, and Insight, p. 161. 

28. Ibid., p. 71. 

29. Ibid., p. 104. 

30. One of the recurring ironies of the Western appropriation of Tibetan Buddhism is a 

common anti-intellectual bias on the part of many newly converted enthusiasts, par¬ 
ticularly those who do not speak Tibetan. The Tibetan lamas these converts revere gen¬ 
erally spent decades in intensive scholastic study, and this is a prerequisite for 
certification as a teacher. The anti-intellectual attitude is particularly prevalent among 
Westerners who study with lamas from the Kagyu and Nyingma orders (but is by no 
means restricted to them)—who often assert that study by itself is insufficient and that 
one must also engage in meditation in order to attain advanced levels of realization— 
although they themselves received a thorough grounding in exoteric and esoteric lore 
as part of their training. I know of no Tibetan lamas who did not receive such instruc¬ 
tion and simply entered solitary retreat; the idea that one might successfully meditate 
without any prior knowledge of the path—of Buddhist systems of meditation, of pit- 
falls and antidotes—would be as ridiculous to Tibetan lamas as the idea that one might 
decide to drive from New York to California blindfolded, simply getting into a car 
without consulting a map or asking directions, gunning the gas, and hoping that one 
might reach one’s destination. 



16: BON: A HETERODOX SYSTEM 


Introduction 


T ibetans commonly draw a distinction between three 
religious traditions: (i) the divine dharma (lha chos), or 
Buddhism; (2) Bon dharma (bon chos); and (3) the dharma 
of human beings (mi chos), or folk religion. The first cat¬ 
egory includes doctrines and practices that are thought to 
be distinctively Buddhist. This classification implicitly assumes that the 
divine dharma is separate and distinct from the other two, although 
Tibetan Buddhism incorporated elements of both of these traditions. 

Bon is commonly considered to be the indigenous religious tradition of 
Tibet, a system of shamanistic and animistic practices performed by priests 
called shen (gshen) or bonpo (bon po). Although this is widely assumed by 
Buddhists, historical evidence indicates that Bon only developed as a self- 
conscious religious system under the influence of Buddhism. 

When Buddhism entered the country, practitioners of indigenous tradi¬ 
tions recognized that there were clear differences between their own prac¬ 
tices and those of the foreign faith, and in time people who considered 
themselves adherents of the old religion of Tibet developed a separate tra¬ 
dition, but one that incorporated many Buddhist elements. Although later 
historical works state that the introduction of Buddhism was initially 
opposed by Bon, this term is not even used in the early dynastic records to 
refer to indigenous systems and practices. Instead, they are called cho (chos), 
the same term later used to translate the Sanskrit term dharma, which in 
Buddhist literature refers to Buddhist doctrine and practice. In inscriptions 
on the tomb of King Senalek (799-815), for example, the term bon refers to 
the royal priests whose job was to conduct ceremonies for the Yarlung kings. 
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In early records, “bon” denotes a particular type of priest who per¬ 
formed rituals to propitiate local spirits and ensure the wellbeing of the 
dead in the afterlife. It is only much later, under the influence of Bud¬ 
dhism, that “Bon” comes to designate pre-BuddhistTibetan religious prac¬ 
tices in general. It should also be noted that the rites performed by these 
early priests as reported in the old records appear to differ substantially 
from contemporary Bon. As Per Kvterne notes, for example, they were by 
all accounts concerned with taking care of the dead through ceremonies 
intended to ensure their safe journey to the afterlife and their material 
prosperity after arrival. 1 The rituals of the bon often involved sacrificing 
animals (mainly horses, yaks, and sheep), making offerings of food and 
drink, and burying the dead with precious jewels, the benefits of which 
were apparently transferred to them in the afterlife through shamanistic 
rituals. The most elaborate of these were the observances for the kings, 
each of whom was buried in a specially-constructed tomb, and apparently 
joined in death by servants, ministers, and retainers. The royal priests then 
officiated special ceremonies, which according to old records sometimes 
lasted for several years. These were intended to ensure the wellbeing of the 
kings in the afterlife and to solicit their help in mundane affairs. 

Animism in Tibetan Folk Religion 

The Tibetan folk religion encompasses indigenous beliefs and practices, 
many of which pre-date the introduction of Buddhism and which are 
commonly viewed as being distinct from mainstream of Buddhist prac¬ 
tice. These are primarily concerned with propitiation of Tibet’s spirits and 
demons, which are believed to inhabit all areas of the country. Folk reli¬ 
gious practices rely heavily on magic and ritual and are generally intended 
to bring mundane benefits, such as protection from harm, good crops, 
healthy livestock, health, wealth, and so on. Their importance to ordinary 
people should not be underestimated, since in the consciousness of most 
Tibetans the world is inhabited by multitudes of powers and spirits, and 
the welfare of humans requires that they be propitiated and sometimes 
subdued. Every part of the natural environment is believed to be alive with 
various types of sentient forces, which reside in mountains, trees, rivers 
and lakes, rocks, fields, the sky, and the earth. Every region has its own 
native supernatural beings, and people living in these areas are strongly 
aware of their presence. In order to stay in their good graces, Tibetans give 
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them offerings, perform rituals to appease them, and sometimes refrain 
from going to particular places so as to avoid the more dangerous forces. 

In the often harsh environment of Tibet, such practices are believed to 
give people a measure of control over their unpredictable and sometimes 
hazardous surroundings. With the almost total triumph of Buddhism in 
Tibet, the folk religion became infused with Buddhist elements and prac¬ 
tices, but still remains distinct in the minds of the people, mainly because 
its focus is on pragmatic mundane benefits and not on final liberation or 
the benefit of others. By all accounts, Tibetans have always been fascinated 
by magical and occult practices, and from the earliest times have viewed 
their country as the abode of countless supernatural forces whose actions 
have direct bearing on their lives. Since Buddhist teachers tend to focus 
on supramundane goals, Tibetans naturally seek the services of local 
shamans, whose function is to make contact with spirits, to predict their 
influences on people’s lives, and to perform rituals that either overcome 
harmful influences or enlist their help. 

When Buddhism entered Tibet, it did not attempt to suppress belief in 
the indigenous forces. Rather, it incorporated them into its worldview, 
making them protectors of the dharma who were converted by tantric 
adepts like Padmasambhava, and who now watch over Buddhism and fight 
against its enemies. An example is Tangla, a god associated with the Tangla 
mountains, who was convinced to become a Buddhist by Padmasambhava 
and now guards his area against forces inimical to the dharma. The most 
powerful deities are often considered to be manifestations of buddhas, 
bodhisattvas, dakinis, and so on, but the mundane spirits are merely 
worldly powers, who have demonic natures that have been tempered by 
Buddhism. Although their conversion has ameliorated the worst of their 
fierceness, they are still demons who must be kept in check by shamanis- 
tic rituals and the efforts of Buddhist adepts. Nor should it be thought that 
Buddhist practitioners are free from the influences of the folk religion. 
These beliefs and practices are prevalent in all levels ofTibetan society, and 
it is common to see learned scholar-lamas—masters of empirically-based 
dialectics and thoroughly practical in daily affairs—refuse to travel at cer¬ 
tain times in order to avoid dangerous spirits or decide their travel sched¬ 
ules after first performing a divination to determine the most auspicious 
time. Such attitudes may be dismissed as “irrational” by Westerners, but 
for Tibetans they are entirely pragmatic responses to a world populated by 
forces that are potentially harmful. 
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Types of Spirits 

According to folk beliefs, the world has three parts: (i) sky and heavens; 
(2) Earth; and (3) the “lower regions.” Each of these has its own distinc¬ 
tive spirits, many of which influence the world of humans. The upper gods 
(steng lb a ) live in the atmosphere and sky, the middle tsen (bar btsan) 
inhabit the earth, and the lower regions are the home of yoklu ( g.yogklu ), 
most notably snake-bodied beings called lu ( klu , nagd), which live at the 
bottoms of lakes, rivers, and wells and which hoard vast stores of treasure. 
The spirits that reside in rocks and trees are called nyen (gnyari ); they are 
often malicious, and Tibetans associate them with sickness and death. Lu 
bring leprosy, and so it is important to keep them away from human habi¬ 
tations. Sadak (sa bdag, “lords of the earth”) are beings that live under the 
ground and are associated with agriculture. Tsen are spirits that reside in 
the atmosphere, and who shoot arrows at humans who disturb them. These 
cause illness and death. Tsen appear as demonic figures with red skin, wear¬ 
ing helmets and riding over the mountains in red horses. Dti ( bdud) were 
apparently originally atmospheric spirits, but they came to be associated 
with the Buddhist demons called mdra, which are led by their king (also 
named Mara), whose primary goal is to lead sentient beings into igno¬ 
rance, thus perpetuating the vicious cycle of samsara. 

There are many other types of demons and spirits, and a comprehen¬ 
sive listing and discussion of them exceeds the focus of this book. Because 
of the great interest most Tibetans have in these entities and the wide¬ 
spread belief in the importance of being aware of their powers and remain¬ 
ing in their good graces, the folk religion is a rich and varied system, with 
a large pantheon, elaborate rituals and ceremonies, local shamans with spe¬ 
cial powers who can propitiate and exorcise, and divinatory practices that 
allow humans to predict the influences of the spirit world and take appro¬ 
priate measures. All of these are now infused with Buddhist influences and 
ideas, but undoubtedly retain elements of the pre-Buddhist culture. 


Bon Teachings and Practices 

Adherents of Bon view their tradition as distinct from Buddhism, 
although it clearly contains many Buddhist elements. The term bon for 
Bdnpos (practitioners of Bon) signifies “truth,” “reality,” and “the true 
doctrine,” which provides a path to liberation. For Bdnpos, bon has 
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roughly the same range of meanings that the term cho ( chos, dharma ) has 
for Tibetan Buddhists: it refers to their religion as a whole—teachings, 
practices, and so on—which are believed to have been revealed by awak¬ 
ened beings who took rebirth in order to lead others to salvation. Bon 
today has absorbed many Buddhist elements, and many of its teachings 
are strikingly similar to those of Tibetan Buddhism. David Snellgrove con¬ 
tends that it has incorporated so many Buddhist elements that it has 
become 

a form of Buddhism that may fairly be regarded as heretical, in that 
those who follow it have persisted in claiming that their religion was 
taught not by Sakyamuni Buddha, but by gShen-rab [Shenrap], like¬ 
wise accepted as Buddha, and that it came not from India, but from 
Ta-zig [Taksik] and by way of Zhang-zhung [Shangshung]. Such are 
the Bonpos, who have managed to hold their own down to the pres¬ 
ent day against the enormously more powerful representatives of 
orthodox Buddhism, while they are constantly and quite wrongly 
identified by other Tibetans... as the persistent practitioners of pre- 
Buddhist Tibetan religion. 2 

In Buddhist sources, the Bonpos are commonly portrayed as malicious 
reactionaries whose manipulations hindered the dissemination of the 
dharma, who caused Santaraksita to be driven from the country, and who 
tried to prevent Padmasambhava’s arrival. As Snellgrove and Richardson 
contend, however, such characterizations are probably unfair to Bdn and 
are written from a rather narrow perspective. 

Like all national historians, Tibetan writers of history see everything 
from a Tibetan point of view, and being fervent Buddhists as well, 
they inevitably see everything from a rather special Tibetan Buddhist 
point of view. Their view of the world around them is a simple one: 
in so far as it furthers the interests of their religion in general and 
their own religious order and monastery in particular, it is good; in 
so far as it works against their religion, their order and their monas¬ 
tery it is evil. Internally the Bon-pos tend to become the scapegoat 
for everything that had rendered the Buddhist conversion of Tibet at 
all difficult, while most Tibetan Buddhists themselves remain almost 
innocently unaware of the great variety of pre-Buddhist beliefs and 
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practices that they have absorbed as an accepted part of their daily 
thoughts and actions. 3 

Origins of the Tradition 

According to Bdn sources, the tradition came to Tibet fromTaksik (which 
appears to roughly refer to the area of Persia). Shenrap, the founder of Bdn, 
brought the religion from Taksik to the kingdom of Shangshung (which 
was probably an area in western Tibet with Mount Kailash at its center). 4 
From there it was disseminated into Tibet. The location of Taksik (also 
known as Olmo Lungring) is unclear in early Bon texts. As Kvterne notes, 
it may refer to the land of the Tajiks, located in Central Asia, but this 
identification is based mainly on the similarity of their names and the fact 
that Bon references to Taksik indicate that it is somewhere to the west, and 
so this hypothesis is at present impossible to prove or disprove with any 
degree of confidence. 5 

Early Bon texts are said to have been written in a language called the 
language of Shangshung, which appears to be an archaic Tibetan dialect. 
Unfortunately, it is difficult to speculate on the nature of this language, 
since it only exists in the titles of early Bdnpo works and some mantras. 
Snellgrove contends that the claim that Bon came from Shangshung has 
a ring of authenticity to it, since Shangshung refers to a remote area in the 
western part ofTibet, and so tracing the tradition to it could not be a ploy 
to impress others. Prior to Buddhism’s dissemination into Tibet, it had 
already been introduced to neighboring areas, probably including Shang¬ 
shung, which was undoubtedly visited by caravans traveling through Cen¬ 
tral Asia. Since much of Central Asia at one time was Buddhist, it is very 
plausible that a form of Buddhism could have been transmitted to west¬ 
ern Tibet prior to the arrival of Buddhist missionaries in the central 
provinces. Once established, it might then have absorbed elements of the 
local folk religion, eventually developing into a distinctive system incor¬ 
porating features of Central Asian Buddhism and Tibetan folk religion. 
Thus, according to Snellgrove, when the adherents of this tradition later 
encountered Buddhism, 

remaining staunch in their own already established tradition, they 
would quite reasonably urge that this same religion must have 
reached India from Ta-zig and that Sakyamuni must be either a man- 
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ifestation of gShen-rab or else just another religious teacher who was 
passing on gShen-rab’s teaching in his own name. Only a theory such 
as this can explain the Bonpo claim that their religion comes origi¬ 
nally from Ta-zig via Zhang-zhung and that all Buddhist teachings, 
whenever they have learned of them, are already theirs by right. 6 

Shenrap, the Fotmder of Bon 

According to Bonpos, the founder of this original tradition was Donpa 
Shenrap, whose name means “Supreme Holy Man.” He is considered by 
Bdnpos to be a fully awakened buddha who took physical form in order 
to teach others the true path to awakening. His biography bears some sim¬ 
ilarities to that of Sakyamuni, although there are enough notable differ¬ 
ences to indicate that it is not an attempt to copy the Buddhist story. 

Like Sakyamuni Buddha, Shenrap began his teaching career after decid¬ 
ing to descend from a heavenly realm and take rebirth among humans in 
order to teach them a path to salvation. Shenrap’s birth was accompanied 
by miraculous signs and auspicious events. His mother conceived him 
after a magical cuckoo perched on her head, flapped its wings three times, 
and beamed a white and red light from its genitals into her head, follow¬ 
ing which she became pregnant. After taking rebirth in Shangshung as a 
prince, Shenrap encountered opposition by demonic forces, and like 
Padmasambhava he subdued them and converted them to Bdn, after 
which they became guardians of the religion. As with Sakyamuni’s legends, 
Shenrap’s career is highlighted by twelve great deeds. After manifesting the 
stages of awakening, Shenrap set out on a program of conversion, first suc¬ 
cessfully bringing Bon to China, and then traveling to Tibet and convert¬ 
ing its inhabitants. His entry into final nirvana closely parallels the story 
of Sakyamuni’s death. 

Although some of the aspects of his hagiography resemble events 
reported in traditional accounts of Sakyamuni’s life, there are also impor¬ 
tant differences, such as the fact that Shenrap is said to have spent most of 
his teaching career as a layman, and that his many wives, sons, daughters, 
and disciples are important figures in stories of the dissemination of Bon 
doctrines and practices. His biographies report that he traveled far and 
wide, and with help from others spread the teachings of Bon, built tem¬ 
ples and stupas, and converted multitudes of people. Later in life he be¬ 
came a monk and retired to a hermitage in the forest, in which he continued 
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to teach his disciples. His missionary efforts were most effective in regions 
to the west of the Tibetan plateau, and Bonpos believe that their tradition 
entered Tibet from the west during the time of the earliest kings, centuries 
before the introduction of Buddhism. They also believe that Shenrap is 
the “primordial buddha,” far superior in stature to Sakyamuni, and their 
tradition bases itself on his authority. He is credited with revealing their 
most important texts, and the fact that many of these correspond closely 
to Buddhist texts is taken by Bonpos as evidence of the primacy of their 
own tradition, which—as they point out—existed in Tibet prior to the 
introduction of Buddhism (although there is no historical evidence that 
early Bon had anything resembling the extensive literature that is today 
included in its canon). Thus the common charge that Bonpos appropri¬ 
ated Buddhist texts is turned around, and they contend that they had the 
teachings first, but that Bon scriptures and teachings were later adopted 
by Buddhists, who failed to realize that they had actually originated with 
Shenrap. 

Although it seems clear that in fact the Bonpos borrowed liberally from 
Buddhism, as Kvterne states, their assertion of primacy is a pragmatic 
response to their minority status: 

Both Buddhists and Bon-pos agree that when Buddhism succeeded 
in gaining royal patronage in Tibet in the eighth and ninth centuries, 
Bon suffered a serious setback. By the eleventh century, however, an 
organized religious tradition, styling itself Bon and claiming continu¬ 
ity with the earlier, pre-Buddhist religion, appeared in central Tibet. 

It is this religion of Bon that has persisted to our own times, absorb¬ 
ing doctrines from the dominant Buddhist religion but always adapt¬ 
ing what it learned to its own needs and its own perspectives. This is 
. . . not just plagiarism, but a dynamic and flexible strategy that has 
ensured the survival, indeed the vitality, of a religious minority. 7 

Monastic and Scholastic Traditions 

The special focus of Bon priests is the propitiation and manipulation of 
the indigenous spirits and deities of Tibet, but Bdn has also developed a 
monastic system based on the Buddhist model. According to Bdn histo¬ 
ries, the first Bdn monastery was Yeru Ensa, founded by Druchen Yung- 
drung Lama near the end of the eleventh century inTsang province, about 
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thirty miles east of Shigatse. The most important Bon monastery is Menri, 
built in 1405 in Tsang province, to the north of the Tsangpo river. Bon 
monastic establishments, like Buddhist ones, have both novices and fully 
ordained monks. The latter are called trangsong {drang srong, a term that 
is also used to translate the Sanskrit word rsi, the “seers” of the Vedas). Bon 
monks, like their Buddhist counterparts, are bound by vows of celibacy, 
and they undergo an intensive training program that includes study of 
scripture, oral philosophical debate, and ritual practices. As Kvterne notes, 
however, although Bon has been influenced by the monastic structures of 
Tibetan Buddhism, it has maintained a strong tradition of nonmonastic 
tan trie yogis. 8 

The Bdn tradition also developed an extensive canon of religious and 
philosophical texts, many of which are Buddhist texts with Bon titles and 
with key terms changed into Bdn terminology. Before the introduction of 
Buddhism to Tibet, Bon became the state religion of the early Yarlung 
kings, who retained Bdn priests for all sorts of rituals and ceremonies. Per¬ 
haps the most important role was that of personal protector of the king, 
whose duty was to safeguard the ruler’s life-force, or la {bid). Every person 
is believed by Bonpos to possess a la , which is able to move independently 
of the body. It may reside temporarily in trees, rocks, animals, and so on, 
but if one’s connection with it is cut off, one will inevitably die. It is often 
necessary to perform special rites designed to bring it back into the body, 
and it is important to keep it safe from harmful influences. If the la comes 
under the power of demons or spirits, it must be ransomed by animal 
sacrifices or other rituals. 

During the early imperial period, Bonpo ministers were closely associ¬ 
ated with the state cult and were retained to perform ceremonies to ensure 
the wellbeing of the country, guard against evil, protect the king, and enlist 
the help of spirits in Tibet’s military ventures. After the introduction of 
Buddhism, the new religion began to gain converts, thus threatening the 
hegemony of the indigenous traditions, which at this time were not an 
organized system of beliefs and practices, but rather a diffuse mixture of 
various elements of folk religion and imperial cults. At first the two co¬ 
existed (although there was some friction from the beginning), but dur¬ 
ing the reign of Tri Songdetsen a decisive split is reported. The king is said 
to have organized a debate between Bdnpos and Buddhists, withTangnak 
Bdnpo representing the former group, while Padmasambhava spoke for 
the latter. At its conclusion, the king declared that the Buddhist position 
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was more persuasive and that Bon had been vanquished. He ordered the 
defeated Bdnpos to go into exile. Bon rituals involving animal sacrifice 
were outlawed, and Bon priests were banished to remote border regions. 
Although their tradition continued to flourish in these areas, in the cen¬ 
tral provinces ofTibet they mainly became relegated to legend as the early 
opponents of the dharma. Only a few Bdnpos remained in central Tibet, 
but others managed to create viable communities in areas of the west, 
north, and east, as well as Dolpo and Mustang (which today are parts of 
Nepal). Not surprisingly, while Buddhist sources treat the demise of Bon 
as a victory of truth over falsehood, Bon texts report it as a catastrophe. 
They contend that their religion is the true dharma and that the triumph 
of the foreign faith resulted from the collective evil karma of Tibetans, who 
in their ignorance failed to realize the truth of Bon. 

Cosmology 

Bonpo tradition holds that all of reality is pervaded by a transcendent prin¬ 
ciple, called “All-Good.” It has a male aspect, Guntu Sangpo, and a female 
aspect, Guntu Sangmo, and it is described as a universal reality of dynamic 
potentiality. It is identified with another principle, the “bon body” (bon 
sku), which represents the final nature of all phenomena (and is roughly 
identical to the truth body of Buddhism). It is equated with the funda¬ 
mental principle of existence, the “bon nature” (bon nyid ), which is the 
source of everything. All the elements of existence {bon) derive from it, 
and intuitive understanding of it leads to liberation. This reality was expe¬ 
rienced by Shenrap, who taught a path whereby other beings might come 
to know it through direct perception. 

According to Bon scriptures, in the beginning there was a great god 
named Yangdak Gyelpo (“Absolute Ruler”), who existed before the sun 
and moon, and even before time. From him two lights were created, one 
white and the other black, and these became a white man and a black man. 
The black man, Nyelwa Nakpo (“Black Suffering”), brought forth the stars 
and the plethora of demons that today inhabit the world. He is also 
responsible for all the evil in the world, including drought and other nat¬ 
ural disasters, thunder and lightning, diseases, and the discord and fight¬ 
ing that divide the human race. The white man, Oserden (“Radiant One”), 
represents good, and is the source of virtue. He created the sun and moon, 
and taught human beings how to build temples, make copies of religious 



bon: a heterodox system / 507 


texts, pay respect to holy teachers, and construct roads and bridges. The 
ongoing struggle between these two beings reflects the competing forces 
of good and evil that vie with each other in the heart of every human being. 

The Bon cosmos also contains numerous other deities, such as nine 
gods and nine goddesses, who were born of the union of a being named 
Shangpo and Chucham, goddess of water. NyelwaNakpo produced num¬ 
erous demons, and Oserden similarly created good deities. These interbred 
with the eighteen children of Shangpo and Chucham, resulting in many 
beings of ambiguous nature. As this process continued, the universe be¬ 
came populated with all sorts of creatures. Other important deities include 
the 360 Kekho, who live on the holy mountain Tise (Kailash, which is also 
believed to be the residence of the Hindu god Siva) and the 360 Werma 
deities. Both of these groups are associated with the 360 days of the year. 

Bon is closely linked to the land of Tibet, and many of its prominent 
geographical features have special significance for Bonpos. Mount Tise, for 
example, is an important holy spot for Bon, as is a peak in the southeast¬ 
ern province of Gongpo that is referred to by Bonpos as “Bdn Mountain.” 
Also called Lari (bla ri), Tise is believed to be a link with the heavens, con¬ 
necting the sky and earth. When Shenrap came to earth, his physical ema¬ 
nation descended to Tise, and from there to the world of humans. It is 
believed to be the central axis of the world, and according to Bon tradi¬ 
tion is a gigantic stupa that houses many families of gods. These were the 
original inhabitants of the world, and they often resent the encroachments 
of humans. Much of Bon literature is concerned with describing and cat¬ 
egorizing the various forces that inhabit the earth and sky and with ritu¬ 
als designed both to propitiate them and to overcome their attempts to 
cause harm to humans who trespass on their domains or otherwise incur 
their displeasure. 

According to Bon creation myths, in the distant past there was only 
emptiness, which was not absolute void, but rather pure potentiality. This 
produced the five elements (earth, air, fire, water, and space), which coa¬ 
lesced into a vast “cosmic egg.” From this was produced a primordial being 
named Belchen Kekho, along with 359 other Kekho gods. In the next stage, 
the “White Yak of Being” was born. The yak then descended to Shang- 
shung. After coming to the earth, he ripped its surface with his horns, 
which produced mountains and valleys, and flowers then began to grow 
in the valleys. This made the earth inhabitable and thus completed the 
process of creation. 
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Perhaps as a result of the fact that they are often characterized by Bud¬ 
dhists as mere magicians, many Bon teachers today make a distinction 
between three types of Bon: (i) the old Bon, consisting of shamanistic 
practices; (2) the new or reformed Bon, which developed as a result of com¬ 
petition with Buddhism, and in the process absorbed Buddhist elements; 
and (3) swastika Bdn ( g.yungdrung boti), the “eternal Bon,” which refers 
to the tradition established by Shenrap. 9 

Bdn Religious Literature 

Bonpos, like Tibetan Buddhists, have divided their scriptures into two 
main sections, Translations of Teachings and Translations of Treatises. The 
former includes the revelations of Shenrap, while the latter comprises 
philosophical and commentarial texts. Many Bon scriptures are nearly 
identical to texts in the Buddhist canon, but often have different titles and 
Bon technical terms. There are only a few Bon texts that seem to predate 
Buddhism, and historical evidence suggests that the tradition’s literary 
efforts were initially linked to a perceived need to compete with Buddhism, 
which had a large and varied canon, a highly-developed cosmology, elab¬ 
orate rituals, and sophisticated metaphysical doctrines. The Bdn canon 
today consists of about three hundred volumes, which were carved onto 
wood blocks around the middle of the nineteenth century and stored in 
Trochu in eastern Tibet. Copies of the canon were printed until the 1950s, 
but the blocks were destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, although it 
appears that most of the texts were brought to India or hidden in Tibet. 

The Bdn system shares most of its key doctrines with Buddhism. Like 
Buddhism, Bdn teaches that the world is a place of suffering, and its pri¬ 
mary concern is to find ways to escape from it. Bonpos assert that sentient 
beings are reborn in accordance with their karmas, and that for ordinary 
beings rebirth occurs in one of the six states of existence. 10 Escape from the 
cycle is achieved by those who become awakened, and good rebirths are 
won by beings who cultivate virtue and work for the benefit of others. 
There are also notable similarities in external symbols: Bonpos—like their 
Buddhist counterparts—use prayer flags and prayer wheels in order to 
multiply their prayers and gain merit, and they make pilgrimages to holy 
spots, which they circumambulate. Unlike Buddhists, however, Bonpos 
circle holy places in a counterclockwise direction, and prayer wheels are 
also spun counterclockwise. 
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Bonpos separate their teachings into nine vehicles. These in turn are 
divided into two groups, with the first four vehicles being termed “causal” 
( rgyu ), while the next five are classed as “resultant” ( 1 bras bu). The main 
Bdn scriptures are divided into the “four doors” (sgo bzhi) and “five treas¬ 
ures” (mdzod Inga). In the nine vehicles schema, the first vehicle encom¬ 
passes the teachings of the “shen of good fortune.” Practices of this vehicle 
include creating images called do ( gto ), which are used in divination ritu¬ 
als and are connected with offerings of libations, meat, chang (an alcoholic 
beverage), and so forth. 

The second vehicle includes teachings revealed to the “apparent shen,” 
who perform rituals for the benefit of their clients. These bring worldly 
prosperity and depend upon the magical powers of those who execute 
them. Many of their practices are involved with exorcism. The teachings 
of the “magic shen ” constitute the third vehicle. These are concerned with 
counteracting the influences of demonic beings, protecting people from 
harmful forces, and rituals of exorcism. The priests who conduct these rit¬ 
uals wear jackets and coats of tiger skin, carry banners with pictures of 
tigers on them, and wear ornaments of tiger paws, teeth, and claws. 

The fourth vehicle encompasses the teachings of the “life shen” whose 
purpose is to care for the living and the dead. They are able to protect the 
life force of living beings and bring back the spirits of the dead. These first 
four vehicles include indigenous folk religious practices of Tibet, many of 
which are probably of ancient origin. 

The fifth and sixth vehicles refer to the respective practices of laypeople 
and monastics. The teachings of the “virtuous shen” contain practices for 
laypeople, which are designed to bring merit and cancel evil deeds. They 
are also concerned with separating winter and summer through cere¬ 
monies designed to create a harmonious transition. Teachings of “swastika 
bon” constitute the sixth vehicle. These include ascetic practices and spe¬ 
cial meditative trainings for monks. The symbol of this vehicle is the 
swastika. The Bon swastika differs from the symbol used by Buddhists in 
that it is oriented in a counterclockwise direction, while the Buddhist 
swastika’s orientation is clockwise. 

The seventh vehicle contains the teachings and practices of the “bon of 
the white letter A,” and focuses on secret mantras ( gsangsngags ) and tantric 
meditations. The term for this vehicle refers to the emanation of a five- 
part mandala from the translucent center of a Tibetan letter A. Those who 
undergo the trainings of this vehicle are responsible for making offerings 
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to deities using nine vessels and nine torma (images made from barley flour 
and butter and then painted). They are responsible for maintaining the 
order of the world through their rituals and chants, and with special songs 
called shenlu {gshen glu). The practices of this vehicle correspond to those 
of Nyingma yoga and mahayoga tantras. 11 

The eighth vehicle encompasses the practices and teachings of the “bon 
of the superior shen” who are said to have special knowledge of the past, 
present, and future. The lore of this vehicle includes sexual yogas and cor¬ 
responds to those of the Nyingma anuyoga tantras. 

The ninth vehicle includes Bon teachings of the great perfection 
(i dzogchen ), which correspond to those of the Nyingma order. Like the 
Nyingmapas, Bdnpos consider dzogchen to be the supreme of all medita¬ 
tive paths. 12 According to Samten Karmay, the primary Bon great perfec¬ 
tion texts are a collection of hidden treasures ( termd) referred to as The 
Three Cycles of Revelation.'* This collection contains the primary Bonpo 
great perfection text, entitled The Golden Tortoise, which was “discovered” 
by Ngodrup Drakpa (ca. late eleventh century). Bonpos divide their great 
perfection teachings into the categories of “hidden” {gabpa) and “revealed” 
{bsgragspd)\ according to Karmay, both of these are similar to Nyingma 
texts of the mind class. 14 

Bonpo sources contend that many of their hidden treasures were orig¬ 
inally concealed as a response to Buddhist persecution. From about the 
tenth century onward, some Bon masters hid scriptures in temples, buried 
them underground, or walled them up in caves so that they would be pre¬ 
served until they could be openly disseminated. Later these texts were dis¬ 
covered by Bonpo treasure discoverers {tertori}- Other hidden treasures 
were directly revealed to terton by buddhas and dakinis. Because of the 
present climate of religious persecution in Tibet, some Bonpos there are 
reportedly repeating history by hiding texts, hoping that eventually the 
Chinese oppression will end and that they will be able to take the scrip¬ 
tures from concealment and openly practice their religion. 

The Bon canon contains numerous ritual and liturgical treatises, which 
are used in the cultic practices of the tradition. These are often quite sim¬ 
ilar to those practiced by their Buddhist contemporaries. The deities 
invoked have B 5 n names, although they are otherwise similar to those 
found in Mahayana Buddhism. In addition to the differences in names, 
Bdn deities have a distinctive iconography, which differs in significant fea¬ 
tures from Buddhist iconography, and the myths associated with them 
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reflect Bon themes, beliefs, and symbols. The mantras associated with Bon 
deities also differ from those of Buddhist figures. 

The Nature of Mind in Bonpo: Great Perfection 

In Bdn great perfection texts, the world is said to be an emanation of lumi¬ 
nous mind. All the phenomena of experience are its illusory projections, 
which have their being in mind itself. Mind in turn is part of the primor¬ 
dial basis of all reality, called “bdn nature.” This exists in the form of mul¬ 
ticolored light and pervades all of reality, which is merely its manifestation. 
Thus Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen contends that everything exists in depend¬ 
ence upon mind, which is an expression of the bon nature. 

Nothing exists independently of mind. Nothing exists beyond the 
natural state [bon nature]. Earth is not independent of the natural 
state; stone is not independent of the natural state; visions are not 
independent visions. Everything is a vision of the natural state. 

The natural state is like a single point; the natural state is like where 
birds fly—behind there is no trace. If you understand this point you 
will realise that the natural state is the creator of all things—the king 
of creators. 15 

He explains that mind is a primordially pure entity that is co-extensive 
with bdn nature, an all-pervasive reality that is only perceived by those 
who have eliminated adventitious mental afflictions and actualized the 
luminous potentiality of mind. Those who attain awakening transform 
themselves into variegated light in the form of the rainbow body, after 
which their physical forms dissolve, leaving nothing behind. Both cyclic 
existence and nirvana are mind, the only difference being that those who 
have attained nirvana have eliminated illusory afflictions, and so their cog¬ 
nitive streams are manifested as clear light, while beings caught up in cyclic 
existence fail to recognize the luminous nature of mind and so are plagued 
by its illusory creations. 


Bon Today 

In accordance with Marxist-Leninist-Maoist dogma—which views reli¬ 
gion as the “opiate of the masses” and a remnant of the “feudal” past—the 
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Chinese overlords of present-day Tibet have actively suppressed religious 
activity and have vigorously sought to undermine the beliefs of the Tibetan 
people while placing severe restrictions on expressions of religion (while at 
the same time proclaiming to the rest of the world that they protect free¬ 
dom of religion). This has affected both Buddhists and Bonpos in Tibet, 
and Bonpos have also fled into exile and built centers in which they can 
maintain their traditions. One such center was established at Dolanji, 
about fifteen miles from the town of Solan in the Indian state of Himachal 
Pradesh. 16 Constructed in 1969, its design was based on Tibetan models, 
and it contains artwork and decorations illustrating Bon themes and 
depicting Bon deities. 

Shortly after its completion, about seventy Bdnpo families relocated to 
the area, forming a small but devoted lay community. It houses about one 
hundred and twenty monks, who follow rules similar to those of their Bud¬ 
dhist counterparts, but which are traced back to the teachings of Shenrap, 
and not Sakyamuni. In the monastery there are about sixty novices, rang¬ 
ing in age from fifteen to thirty, most of whom were born in exile. The 
curriculum includes training in the proper performance of rituals, classes 
in Bon abhidharma and cosmology ( mdzod phug), astrology, medicine, 
logic, grammar, monastic discipline, and philosophy. Philosophical train¬ 
ing includes courses in the Bon equivalents of perfection of wisdom (phar 
phyin, prajnd-pdramita), Middle Way ( dbu ma, madhyamaka ), and episte¬ 
mology ( [tshadma, pramand). The students also study tantra and great per¬ 
fection. 

The scholastic program includes frequent oral debate, in which the stu¬ 
dents match wits in spirited contests of dialectical proficiency. These 
debates require a thorough knowledge of Bon scriptures, along with clear 
thinking and the ability to respond quickly to challenges. 17 Those who suc¬ 
cessfully complete the curriculum—which generally requires about eight 
years of study—may compete for the degree of geshe. The Dolanji center 
has been very active in publishing and disseminating texts. 

In addition to Dolanji, there are other centers in the areas of Dolpo and 
Mustang, where Bon established itself after leaving the central provinces 
ofTibet due to Buddhist opposition. Bon institutions have also been estab¬ 
lished in Kathmandu (most notably Triten Norbutse near Swayambhu, 
just west of Kathmandu) and the Lubra area in Nepal, and several Bon 
teachers have set up centers in North America and Europe, which have 
attracted a number of Western students. It remains a tradition that is lit- 
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tie studied by contemporary scholars, and only a small number of books 
and articles on Bdn have been published to date. As a result, reliable infor¬ 
mation on Bon is limited, a situation that will hopefully be remedied as 
more Bdn texts are published and Bon teachers make themselves available 
for consultation. 
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Chronology of Indian and 
Tibetan Buddhism 


422-399 B.C.E. 

Life of Sakyamuni Buddha 

405 

First Buddhist Council at Rajagrha 

305 

Second Buddhist Council at Vais all 

284 

Third Buddhist Council at Pataliputra 

272-236 

Reign of As oka 

IOO 

Beginnings of Mahayana Buddhism in India 

1st century c.e. 

Buddhism enters Central Asia and China 

150-250 

Life of Nagarjuna 

233 

Buddhist text and relics fall on roof of KingTotori 
Nyentsen 

4th century 

Life of Asanga and Vasubandhu 

350-650 

Gupta Dynasty in India; flourishing of Buddhist 
philosophy and art 

400-500 

Life of Buddhaghosa 

5th century 

Founding of Nalanda Monastic University 

414 

Chinese pilgrim Faxian travels to India 

6th century 

Tibet invades Chinese territories in Central Asia 

530-600 

Life of Dharmakirti; flourishing of Epistemological 
tradition 

618-650 

Life of Songtsen Gampo, first of Tibet’s “religious 
kings” 

618-906 

Chinese Tang Dynasty; apogee of Buddhism in 
China 
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629-645 

Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang travels to India 

640 

Chinese princess Wencheng travels to Tibet to 
marry Songtsen Gampo 

650-950 

Pala Dynasty in India; sponsorship of major Bud¬ 
dhist centers 

700 

Reign of Emperor Diisong (d. 704); construction of 
first Buddhist temples 

720-1200 

Tantric Buddhism arises and develops in India 

740-798 

Life ofTri Songdetsen, second “religious king” 

760 

Santaraksita and Padmasambhava travel to Tibet; 
beginning of “first dissemination” of Buddhism 

763 

Tibetan army conquers Chinese capital Changan 

767 

Consecration of Samye, first monastery in Tibet 

780 

Tibetan forces conquer Dunhuang 

792 

Council of Lhasa (?) in Tibet 

799-815 

Reign of Senalek 

815-836 

Reign of Relbachen, third “religious king” 

838-842 

Reign of Lang Darma; end of first dissemination 

845 

Persecution of Buddhism in China 

950 

Beginning of revival of monastic Buddhism in cen¬ 
tral Tibet 

late 10th century 

Tibetans travel to India to study Buddhism 

958-1055 

Life of great translator Rinchen Sanpo 

978 

Rinchen Sangpo returns from India; beginning of 
“second dissemination” 

999-1026 

Mahmud Ghori attacks northern India, sacks Bud¬ 
dhist monasteries 

1008-1064 

Life of Dromdon; establishment of Kadampa, first 
order of Buddhism in Tibet 

1012-1097 

Life of Marpa; beginnings of Kagyupa order 

1016-1100 

Life of Naropa 

1040-1123 

Life of Milarepa 



CHRONOLOGY OF INDIAN AND TIBETAN BUDDHISM / 517 


1042 

Atis'a arrives in Tibet 

1073 

Sakyapa order founded by Gonchok Gyelpo 

1079-1153 

Life of Gampopa; establishment of Kagyu monastic 
order 

1092-1158 

Life of Sachen Giinga Nyingpo; systematization of 
Sakya teachings 

1110-1170 

Life of Pakmodru Dorje Gyelpo 

1158 

Founding of Densatil 

1200 

Destruction of Nalanda by Mahmud Ghori 

12-35 

Tibetan pilgrim Dharmasvamin visits north India; 
Buddhism largely dies out in India after this time 

1235-1280 

Life of Pakpa; establishment of priest-patron rela¬ 
tionship with Qubilai Khan 

I244 

Sakya Pandita travels to Mongolia; conversion of 
Mongols begins 

I29O-I364 

Life of Pudon; Tibetan canon compiled by 1334 

I292-I361 

Life of Dolpopa, who initiated “other-emptiness” 
doctrine 

1354 

Jangchub Gyeltsen conquers Sakya Monastery; 
beginning of Pakmodrupa rule 

I357-I419 

Life ofTsong Khapa; beginning of Gelukpa order 

I409 

Founding of Ganden Monastery near Lhasa; Tsong 
Khapa initiates first Monlam Chenmo 

1543-1588 

Life of Sonam Gyatso, the third Dalai Lama; begin¬ 
ning of Dalai Lama lineage 

1565 

Governor ofTsang overthrows Rinpungs 

1589-1617 

Life of Yonden Gyatso, fourth Dalai Lama 

1617-1682 

Life of fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Losang Gyatso; 
beginning of rule of Tibet by Dalai Lamas 

1624 

Jesuit missionary Antonio d’Antrade arrives in 
Tsaparang 

1644-1912 

Qing Dynasty in China; patronage ofTibetan Bud¬ 
dhism 
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1697 

Tsanyang Gyatso enthroned as sixth Dalai Lama 

1706 

Mongol chieftain Hlasang overthrows sixth Dalai 
Lama 

1716-1721 

Jesuit missionary Ippolito Desideri resides in Lhasa 

1720 

Kelsang Gyatso enthroned as Dalai Lama VII 

1749 

Mongolian Buddhist canon completed 

1792 

Gurkha invasion of Tibet 

19th century 

Beginning of academic scholarship of Buddhism by 
Western scholars 

1813-1899 

Life of Jamgon Kongtriil; beginning of Rime move¬ 
ment 

1865 

Gompo Namgyel killed by Tibetan troops, ending 
Nyarong troubles 

1876-1933 

Life ofTupden Gyatso, Dalai Lama XIII 

1903-4 

Younghusband expedition reaches Lhasa, forces 
officials to sign Anglo-Tibetan Convention 

1909-10 

Chinese troops under command of Ma Weiqi and 
Zhao Erfeng invade eastern Tibet, sack monasteries, 
and march on Lhasa 

1911 

Nationalists overthrow last Qing emperor and gain 
control of China 

1912 

Kashag declares Tibet’s independence and expels 
Chinese nationals 

1918 

Formal boundary between Tibet and China estab¬ 
lished 

1934 

Reting Rinpoche named regent following death of 
Dalai Lama XIII 

1935 

Birth ofTenzin Gyatso, fourteenth Dalai Lama 

1950 

People’s Liberation Army enters Tibet 

1955 

Process of collectivization begins in Kham; monas¬ 
teries destroyed, monks and nuns killed 
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1959 


I964-I974 

1976 

I987 

I989 


2006 


March 10 uprising; fourteenth Dalai Lama flees to 
India, establishes government-in-exile; persecution 
of Buddhism by Chinese 

Cultural Revolution in China and Tibet; wide¬ 
spread destruction of religious monuments 

Death of Mao Zedong; some easing of religious 
repression 

Dalai Lama proposes Five-Point Peace Plan 

Dalai Lama awarded Nobel Peace Prize; Nobel 
Committee accused by China of “politicizing” the 
prize and interfering with its internal affairs; riots by 
scores of Tibetans suppressed by Chinese security 
forces 

Dalai Lama denounces wearing of fur during Kala- 
cakra ceremony in India, sparking fur-burnings all 
over Tibetan cultural area 




Lexicon of Buddhist Terms 


abhidharma ( chos mngon pa, abhidharma ): the scholastic system derived 
from the discourses of the Buddha which summarizes key points and 
classifies teachings. 

action seal ( las kyi phyag rgya, karma-mudra): an actual tantric consort 
used in the sexual practices of highest yoga tantra. 

action tantra {bya rgyud, kriya-tantra ): the tantric system that emphasizes 
external ritual activities (the first of the four classes of tantra). 

actual clear light (don gyi ’od gsal ): the fifth of the six levels of the stage 
of generation, in which one manifests the mind of clear light. 

aggregates {phung po, skandha ): the components of the psychophysical 
personality, on the basis of which beings commonly impute the false 
notion of self. The five aggregates are: form, feelings, discriminations, 
consciousness, compositional factors. 

arhat {dgra bcompa, arhai)\ a person who has destroyed the mental defile¬ 
ments and become detached from the phenomena of cyclic existence. 

bardo (bar do, antardbhdva) : the intermediate state between death and 
rebirth. 

bodhicitta ( byangchub kyi sems, bodhicitta}-. literally “mind of awakening,” 
the altruistic intention to become awakened in order to benefit others. 

bodhisattva ( byang chub sems dpa, bodhisattva ): literally “awakening 
being,” one who has generated bodhicitta and seeks awakening for the 
benefit of others. 

bodhisattva level ( byang chub sems dpa’i sa, bodhisattva-bhumi ): the 
hierarchy of stages (usually ten in number) through which bodhisattvas 
progress on their way to the state of buddhahood. 
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brahman ( bram dze, brahmana ): a member of the priestly caste of Hin¬ 
duism. 

Buddha (Sakyamuni): the historical Buddha, named Siddhartha Gautama 
at birth, who is credited with establishing Buddhist doctrine in the 
present era. 

buddha {sangs rgyas, buddha)-. one who has perfected compassion and wis¬ 
dom through following the bodhisattva path, who has become fully 
omniscient and has actualized the three bodies: complete enjoyment 
body, truth body, and emanation bodies. 

cakra ( rtsa ’khor, cakra ): an energy nexus in the physiological system of 
highest yoga tantra. A cakra is a place where the left and right channels 
wrap around the central channel and constrict the flow of energies. 

calm abiding (zhi gnas, samatha ): a meditative state in which one is able 
to focus on an internal meditative object for as long as one wishes with¬ 
out becoming distracted by laxity or excitement. 

channel ( rtsa, nadl ): according to the subtle physiology of highest yoga 
tantra, the energy pathways through which subtle energies called 
winds and drops move. The most important of these are the central 
channel and channels to the left and right of it. 

cho igcod)'. see cutting off. 

compassion ( snying rje, karund): sensitivity to the sufferings experienced 
by other beings, coupled with a desire to help them to overcome suf¬ 
fering and its causes. 

complete enjoyment body ( longs spyodpa’i sku, sarnbhoga-kaya): one of the 
three bodies of buddhas (the others are the truth body and emanation 
bodies). It is a pure form composed of light that appears to advanced 

bodhisattvas. 

compositional factors ( du byed, sarnskara) : volitional activities, both 
good and bad, which influence future mental states; one of the five 
aggregates. 

consciousness (shes pa, vijnand)-. the continuum of dualistic cognition, 
which encompasses the six types of ordinary consciousness (eye, ear, 
nose, tongue, body, and mind); one of the five aggregates. 
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cutting off ( good ): a meditative practice in which one mentally visualizes 
one’s body being cut up and devoured by demons in order to reduce 
ego clinging. 

cutting through ( khregs chod)\ a method used in dzogchen practice that 
involves seeing through appearances to perceive the primordially pure 
mind. 

cyclic existence (1 khor ba, samsdra): the endless cycle of birth, death, and 
rebirth that is based on ignorance. 

dakini (mka ’gro ma, dakini ): female wisdom beings who are particularly 
associated with transmission of secret teachings to tantric practitioners. 

deity ( lha, deva) : a tantric buddha. 

deity yoga {lha’i rnal ’by or, devata-yogd)'- the practice of visualizing a bud¬ 
dha and mentally transforming oneself in accordance with this visual¬ 
ization. 

dependent arising ( rten cing ’brel bar ’byung ba, pratitya-samutpada)-. the 
process of causation, in which phenomena are created, sustained, and 
pass away in dependence on causes and conditions. 

dharma (chos, dharma}'- (i) the teaching and practice of Buddhism; (2) a 
phenomenon. 

direct approach {thod rgal)\ a method used in dzogchen practice that 
involves understanding the spontaneity of the operations of mind. 

discrimination ( ’du shes, sarnjnd): mental differentiations of the phenom¬ 
ena of experience, based on feelings; one of rhe five aggregates. 

doctrine: see dharma. 

drop [thig le, bindu): the subtle energies found in specific places in the 
body according to the highest yoga tantra system. 

dzogchen ( rdzogs cheti)'- literally “great perfection,” this is a meditative 
practice closely associated with the Nyingma school that is based on 
the idea that all appearances are creations of mind (which is said to be 
an entity of luminosity and emptiness). 



524 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


emanation body ( sprulpa’i sku, nirmana-kaya): a form created by a bud- 
dha for the benefit of sentient beings; one of the three bodies of a 
buddha. 

emptiness ( stongpa nyid, sunyatd ): the final nature of phenomena, their 
absence of inherent existence. 

excitement (rgodpa, auddhatya): the tendency to lose attention to one’s 
meditative object due to becoming agitated. 

feeling (tsbor ba, vedana): sensations of things; one of the five aggregates. 

first dissemination (snga dar): the period of the initial introduction of 
Buddhism to Tibet. 

form (gzugs, rupa): things that constitute the physical world, including the 
senses; one of the five aggregates. 

gelong (dge slong, bhiksu ): a fully ordained monk. 

getsiil ( dge tshul, sramanera): a novice monk. 

higher insight (lhag mthong, vipasyana.): a meditative practice in which one 
analyzes the object of observation in order to ascertain its final nature. 

highest yoga tantra (rnal ’byor bla na medkyi rgyud, anuttara-yoga-tantrd): 
considered by Tibetan exegetes to be the supreme of the four classes of 
tantras, it involves visualization exercises that manipulate and trans¬ 
form subtle energies called winds and drops. 

Hinayana (. theg pa dmasi pa, hinayand)'- literally “Lesser Vehicle,” this 
encompasses Buddhist teachings and practices aimed at removing 
mental afflictions and attaining nirvana. 

illusory body ( sgyu lus, maya-dehd): a subtle body created by visualization 
(fourth of the six levels of the stage of generation). 

initiation ( dbang, abhisekd): a ceremony that allows a meditator to engage 
in the practices of a particular tantric cycle. 

intermediate state: see bardo. 

karma ( las, karma): action (which is linked with its causes and effects). 

ksatriya ( rgyal rigs, ksatriyd)'- the warrior and ruling caste of Hinduism. 
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lama ( bla ma, guru ): a spiritual preceptor. 

lamdre ( lam ’bras, marga-phala): literally “path and fruit,” a meditative 
practice closely associated with the Sakya school and based on the 
Hevajra Tantra, which emphasizes the inseparability of the path and its 
resultant effects. 

laxity ( hying ba, layd): the tendency to lose attention to one’s meditative 
object due to mental dullness. 

mahamudra (rgya chenpo, mahamudra): literally “great seal,” this is a med¬ 
itative system closely associated with the Kagyu school that emphasizes 
direct realization of the luminous and empty nature of mind and phe¬ 
nomena. 

Mahayana ( theg pa chen po, mahayana ): literally “Great Vehicle,” this 
is the Buddhist system that emphasizes the path and practices of the 

bodhisattva. 

mandala (, dkyil ’khor, mandala ): a diagram used in tan trie meditation as 
an aid to visualization, which represents the residence and perfected 
attributes of a buddha. 

mantra ( sngags, mantra ): a ritual formula used in tan trie meditation. 

meditational deity (yi dam, ista-devata ): a buddha which serves as the 
archetype for one’s meditative aspirations. 

mind of clear light (W gsal sems, prabhasvara-cittd): the most basic and 
fundamental level of mind. 

mind of awakening: see bodhicitta. 

New Schools {gsar ma): the schools whose teachings and practices are pri¬ 
marily based on the translations of the period of the second dissemi¬ 
nation (Sakya, Kagyu, and Geluk). 

ngondro ( sngon ’gro, purvagamd): the “preliminary practices” of tantra. 

nirvana (mya ngan las ’das pa, nirvana): the state of liberation from the suf¬ 
ferings of cyclic existence. 

object of observation ( dmigspa, alamband): a focal point of meditation. 



526 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


ordinary being (so so’i skye bo, prthagjana): one who has not yet attained 
the path of seeing and so is not able to perceive emptiness directly. 

path and result: see lamdre. 

path of accumulation (tshogs lam, sambhara-marga ): the first of the 
five Buddhist paths, during which one amasses the collections of merit 
and wisdom. 

path of meditation (sgorn lam, bhdvand-mdrga) : the fourth of the five Bud¬ 
dhist paths, during which one removes subtle traces of false concep¬ 
tions of inherent existence. 

path of no more learning (mi slob lam, asaiksa-mdrga ): the fifth of the five 
Buddhist paths, during which one eliminates the subtlest traces of the 
conception of inherent existence and attains awakening. 

path of preparation (shyor lam, prayoga-marga) : the second of the five Bud¬ 
dhist paths, marked by attainment of a union of calm abiding and 
higher insight. 

path of seeing (mthonglam, darsana-marga ): the third of the five Buddhist 
paths, so called because one directly perceives emptiness. 

perfections, six (pha rol tuphyinpa, paramitd)-. the six qualities in which 
bodhisattvas train, which become the matrix of the awakened person¬ 
ality of a buddha: generosity, ethics, patience, effort, concentration, 
and wisdom. 

performance tantra (spyod rgyud, caryd-tantra) : tantras that equally 
emphasize external activities and internal yogas (second of the four 
tantra sets). 

preliminary practices: see ngondro. 

rainbow body (ja lus): a subtle body composed of pure light. 

sadhana (sgrub thabs, sadhana): a tantric meditational ritual, generally 
focused on a particular deity or group of deities. 

Sakyamuni (sa kya thubpa, sdkyamuni)-. the historical Buddha. 

samgha (dge ’dun, samgha ): the community of Buddhist monks and nuns. 

Sarma (gsar ma): see New Schools. 
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seal (phyag rgya, mudra ): a tantric consort. 

second dissemination (phyi dar)\ the period of Buddhism’s transmission 
into Tibet that followed the death of King Lang Darma. 

sentient being (sems can, sattva ): a being that possesses consciousness. 

skill in means (thabs la mkhaspa, updya-kausalya ): the Mahayana practice 
of adapting the doctrine to the capacities of one’s audience. 

six yogas of Naropa (rid ro chos drug ): tantric practices closely associated 
with the Kagyu school and traced back to the Indian adept Naropa: (i) 
heat (gtum mo)-, (2) illusory body (sgyu lus); (3) dream (rmi lam)-, (4) 
clear light (W gsal); (5) intermediate state (bar do)-, and (6) transfer¬ 
ence of consciousness (’pho ba). 

solitary realizer (rang sangs rgyas, pratyeka-buddhd}-. a Buddhist practi¬ 
tioner who attains nirvana without a teacher. 

stage of completion (rdzogs rim, nispanna-krama ): the highest yoga tantra 
practice in which one transforms oneself into a buddha. 

stage of generation (bskyed rim, utpatti-krama ): the highest yoga tantra 
practice of creating a vivid image of a deity. 

stupa (mchod rten, stupa}-, a structure symbolizing Buddhist motifs that is 
used to store sacred objects such as texts, images, and relics of deceased 

lamas. 

suchness (de bzhin nyid, tathata ): the final nature of phenomena, which 
is equated with emptiness. 

superior (’phags pa, dry a): one who has reached the path of seeing and is 
able to perceive emptiness directly. 

sutra (mdo, sutra): a teaching attributed to the historical Buddha. 

tantra (rgyud, tantra ): Buddhist texts that outline the practices of the vajra 
vehicle. 

tathagata (de bzhin gshegspa, tathagata)-. literally “thus gone one,” an epi¬ 
thet of buddhas. 

terma (gter md)\ “hidden treasures” concealed by Padmasambhava or his 
disciples. 
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terton {gter ston ): “treasure discoverers,” generally reincarnations of 
Padmasambhava or his disciples, who find terma. 

three jewels {/Ikon mchog gsum, triratna ): the Buddha, the dharma, and 
the samgha (also referred to as the “three refuges”). 

vajra ( rdo rje, vajra): a tantric symbol that represents the indestructible 
union of method and wisdom that is the goal of the tantric path. 

vajra vehicle ( rdo rje thegpa, vajra-yana): the Buddhist system of practice 
based on texts called tantras, which emphasizes the practice of deity 
yoga (also called the “secret mantra vehicle” and “tantra vehicle”). 

wind {rlung, prana): the subtle energies that course through pathways 
called channels, according to the system of highest yoga tantra. 

yoga tantra {rnal ’byor rgyud, yoga-tantra ): tantric practices that involve 
visualizing oneself as a tantric deity (third of the four tantric sets). 
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abandonment of nonvirtuous 
phenomena already generated 
(.sdigpa mi dge ba’i chos skyes pa 
rnamsyongs su spang pa, 
utpannakusala-dharma- 
prahana ) 


abandonments, four [yang dag 



abbot (mkhan po, upadhyaya ) 


abhidharma (chos mngonpa) 

absorption (snyoms ’jug, 
samdpatti) 

absorption of limitless conscious¬ 
ness (mam shes mtha’yas kyi 
snyoms ’jug, vijhdndnantya- 
samdpatti) 

absorption of limitless space 
(nam mkha’ mtha’yas kyi 
snyoms ’jug, dkasanantya- 
samdpatti) 

absorption of nothingness (ci 
yang med kyi snyoms ’jug, 
dkimcanya-samdpatti) 

action (du byed kyi las, samskdra- 
karma ) 

action seal (las kyi phyag rgya, 
karma-mudra) 


action tantra (bya rgyud, 
kriya-tantra ) 

actual clear light (don gyi ’od 
gsal) 

adept (sgrub thob, siddha) 

adventitious (glo bur, agantuka) 

affliction (nyon mongs, klesd) 

afflictive obstructions (nyon 
mongs pa’i sgrib pa, klesa- 
avarana ) 

aging and death (rga shi, 
jardmarana) 

aggregate (phungpo, skandha) 

all empty (thams cadstongpa, 
sarva-sunya) 

all-good (kun tu bzangpo, 
samantabhadra ) 

amban (am ban) 

analysis (dpyodpa, vicdra) 

analytical knowledges, four (so 
soryang dag par rig pa, 
pratisamvid) 

animals (dud ’gro, tiryak) 

antidote (gnyen po, pratipaksa ) 
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anuyoga (rjes su rnal ’byor) 

apparent shen {snanggsheri) 

appearance (snang ba, pratibhasa) 

appearance of experience in med¬ 
itation (ting ’dzin nyams kyi 
snang ba, 

samadhyanubhavabhasa) 

appearance of phenomena as 
impure error {ma dag ’khrul 
pa’i snang ba, 
asuddhabhrantyavabhasa) 

arhat (dgra bcom pa) 

aspect (mam pa, dkara) 

aspiration (smon lam. 



assistant abbot (bla ma dbu 
mdzad) 

assumptions of bad states {gnas 
ngan len, dausthulya) 

atiyoga {shin tu rnal ’byor) 

attachment {sredpa, trsna) 

awakening {byang chub, bodhi) 

bardo {bar do, antarabhdva) 

bardo between birth and death 
{skye shi’i bar do) 

bardo of becoming {sridpa bar 
do) 

bardo of birth {skye gnas bar do) 

bardo of meditative absorption 
{bsam gtan bar do) 

bases of magical emanations, 
four {rdzu ’phrulgyi rkangpa, 
rddhi-pada) 


basic winds {rtsa ba’i rlung, mula 
prana) 

basis continuum {gzhi rgyud) 

basis of magical emanation that 
is an analytical meditative sta¬ 
bilization {dpyodpa’i ting nge 
’dzin gyi rdzu ’phrulgyi rkang 
pa, mimamsa-samadhi-rddhi- 
padd) 

basis of magical emanation that 
is aspiration (dun pa’i rdzu 
’phrulgyi rkangpa, chanda- 
rddhi-pada) 

basis of magical emanation that 
is effort {brtson ’grus kyi rdzu 
’phrulgyi rkangpa, virya- 
rddhi-pada) 

basis of magical emanation that 
is mental attention {sems kyi 
rdzu ’phrulgyi rkangpa, citta- 
rddhi-pada) 

beginner {las dangpo pa, 
adikarmika) 

Bhagavan {bCom Idan ’das) 

birth {skye ba, jdti) 

bliss (i bde ba, sukha) 

bodhicitta {byang chub kyi sems) 

bodhisattva {byang chub sems 
dpa’) 

bodhisattva level {byang chub 
sems dpa’i sa, bodhisattva- 
bhumi) 

bodhisattva vehicle {byang chub 
sems dpa’i lam, bodhisattva- 
marga) 

body {lus, kayo) 
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bon body (bon sku) 

Bon dharma (Bon chos) 

bdn nature (bon nyid) 

b5n of the superior shen (yegshen 
boti) 

bdn of the white letter A (a dkar 
bon) 

bdnpo (bonpo) 

brahman (bram dze, brahmana) 

branch (yan lag, ahga) 

branches of awakening, seven 
(byang chub kyiyan lag, bod- 
hyah go) 

buddha (sangs rgyas) 

buddhahood (sangs rgyas nyid, 
buddhatvd) 

buddha land (sangs rgyas kyi 
zhing, buddha-ksetra) 

buddha level (sangs rgyas kyi sa, 
buddha-bhumi) 

cakra ( rtsa ’khor) 

calm abiding (zhi gnas, samatha) 

cause (rgyu, hetu) 

central channel (rtsa dbu ma, 
avadhuti) 

Cham (’Cham) dance 
channel (rtsa, nadi) 
character (mtshan nyid, laksand) 
chd (gcod ) 

classes of attainment, eight (sgrub 
sde brgyad) 

clear light (’od gsal, prabhasvard) 


clear light of death (’chi ba’i ’od 
gsal) 

close lineage of terma (nye brgyud 
gter ma) 

close setting (nye bar ’jogpa, 
upasthapand) 

cloud of doctrine (chos kyi sprin, 
dharma-meghd)-, tenth bodhi- 
sattva level 

coarse (ragspa, audarika ) 

collection (tshogs, sambhara) 

collection of merit (bsod nams 
tshogs, punya-sambhard) 

collection of wisdom (ye shes 
tshogs, jhana-sambhard) 

compassion (snying rje, karund) 

complete enjoyment body (longs 
spyodpa’i sku, sambhoga-kayd) 

compositional factors (du byed, 
samskara) 

compositional suffering (’du byed 
kyi sdug bsngal, samskara- 
duhkhata) 

concentration, perfection of 
(bsam gtan gyipha rol tuphyin 
pa, dhyana-paramita) 

concentrations, four (bsam gtan. 



conceptuality (rtogpa, vikalpd) 

consciousness (shes pa, vijhand) 

contact (regpa, spars'd) 

continuous setting (rgyun du ’jog 
pa, samsthapand) 

continuum (rgyun, samtdna ) 
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conventional mind of awakening 
(kun rdzob byang chub kyi 
sems, samvrti-bodhicitta) 

conventional truth {kun rdzob 
bden pa, samvrti-satyd) 

correct aims of actions {yang dag 
pa’i las kyi mtha’, samyak- 
karmanta ) 

correct effort {yang dag pa’i rtsol 
ba, samyag-vydydma ) 

correct livelihood {yang dagpa’i 
’tsho ba, samyag-djiva ) 

correct meditative stabilization 
(yang dag pa’i ting nge ’dzin, 
samyak-samadhi ) 

correct mindfulness {yang dag 
pa’i dran pa, samyak-smrti ) 

correct realization {yang dag pa’i 
rtogpa, samyak-samkalpa), 

correct speech (yang dag pa’i 
ngag, samyag-vdc) 

correct view (yang dag pa’i Ita ba, 
samyak-drsti) 

countless eon (bskalpa grangs 
medpa, asamkhyeya-kalpd) 

cutting off ( gcod ) 

cutting through (khregs chod) 

cyclic existence (’khor ba, 
samsdra ) 

dakini (mkd ’gro ma) 
damaru (da ma ru ) 
dead emptiness ( bem stong) 
death (’chi ba, marana ) 
deeds ( spyodpa, caryd ) 


definition (mtshan nyid, laksana ) 

deity (lb a, devd) 

deity yoga (lha’i rnal ’byor. 



deliverance (sgrol ba) 

demigod (lha ma yin, asurd) 

demon (bdud, mdra) 

dependent arising (rten cing ’brel 
bar ’byung ba, pratitya- 
samutpada) 

Desi (sDe srid) 

desire (’dod chags, ragd) 

development of experiences 
(nyams gong ’phel) 

dharma (chos) 

dharma of human beings (mi 
chos) 

difficult to overcome (shin tu 
sbyangdka’ ba, sudurjaya)-, 
fifth bodhisattva level 

direct approach (thod rgal) 

directed dakini teachings ( mkha’ 
’gro gtad rgya) 

direct perception of reality (chos 
nyid mngon sum) 

discipline (’dul ba, vinaya) 

disciplining (dul bar byedpa, 
damand) 

discrimination (’du shes, samjhd) 

dissolution into the nature of 
reality (chos nyidzadpd) 

distant lineage of the teachings 
(ring brgyud bka’ ma) 
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divine dharma (lha chos) 

divine pride ( lha’i nga rgyal, deva- 
mdna) 

do (gto) 

doctrine (chos, dharma) 

doors, four (sgo bzhi) 

downward-moving wind (thur sel 
gyi rlung) 

dream (rmi lam, svapnd) 

dream bardo (rmi lam bar do) 

dream yoga (rmi lam rnal ’byor, 
svapna-yoga) 

drokpa ( ’brogpa) 

drop (thig le, bindu) 

dir (bdud, mard) 

dzogchen (rdzogs chen) 

Effect Vehicle (’Bras bu’i thegpa, 
Phala-ydna) 

effort (brtson ’grus, viryd) 

eightfold noble path (’phagspa’i 
lam yan lag brgyad, 
arydstdhgamdrga) 

elaborations (sprospa, prapahcd) 

Elders (gNas brtan pa, Sthavira) 

emanation body (sprulpa’i sku, 
nirmdna-kdya) 

empowerment (dbang skur, 
abhiseka) 

emptiness (stongpa nyid, 
sunyatd) 

empty (stongpa, sunyd) 
energy pathways (rtsa, nadi) 


epistemology (tshad ma, 
pramdna) 

equanimity (btang snyoms, 
upeksd) 

essential purity (ka dag) 

ethics (tshul khrims, slid) 

exalted wisdom (ye shes, jnand) 

excitement (rgodpa, auddhatya) 

exertion (rtsol ba, vydyama) 

existence (sridpa, bhavd) 

explanatory lineage (bshad 
brgyud) 

factor of stability (gnas chd) 

faculties, five (dbangpo, indriya) 

faith (dadpa, sraddha) 

feeling, (tshor ba, vedana) 

final nirvana (yongs su mya ngan 
las ’das, parinirvdna) 

fire ritual (sbyin sreg, homo), 

fire-dwelling wind (mnyam gnas 
kyi rlung) 

first dissemination (snga dar) 

forbearance (bzodpa, ksanti) 

forbearance regarding nonarisen 
phenomena (mi skye ba’i chos 
la bzod pa, anutpatti-dharma- 
ksdnti) 

forgetfulness (gdams ngag brjed 
pa, avavada-sammosa) 

form (gzugs, rupd) 

form body (gzugs sku, rupa-kdya) 
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formless absorptions {gzugs med 
kyi snyoms ’jug, arupya- 
samdpatti) 

freedom from activity {bya bral) 

fruit (’bras bu, phala) 

fully ordained monk {dge slong, 
bhiksu) 

fundamental mind ( gnyugpa’i 
sems) 

Gachupa {bKd bcu pa) 

Gashipa {bKa’ bzhipa) 

gelong {dge slong, bhiksu) 

general teachings {tshogs bshad) 

generation of the mind of awak¬ 
ening {byang chub sems bskyed 
pa, bodhicittotpadd) 

generation of virtuous phenom¬ 
ena not yet generated {dge ba’i 
chos ma skyes pa mams bskyed 
pa, anutpanna-kusala-dharma- 
ropana) 

generation stage {bskyed rim, 
utpatti-krama) 

generosity {sbyin pa, dana) 

geshe {dge bshesr, short for dge ba’i 
bshes gnyen, kalydna-mitra) 

geshe hlarampa {dge bshes lha ram 
pa) 

getsiil {dge tshul, sramanera) 
god {lha, deva) 

golden doctrines, thirteen {gser 
chos bcu gsuni) 

gone afar {ring du song ba, 
duramgama)-, seventh bodhi- 
sattva level 


good intelligence (legs pa’i bio 
gros, sadhumati)-, ninth bodhi- 
sattva level 

grasping {len pa, upadana) 

Great Assembly {Phal chen pa, 
Mahasamgika) 

great compassion {snying rje chen 
po, mahakarund) 

great deeds, twelve {mdzadpa 
bcu gnyis) 

great perfection {rdzogspa chen 
po) 

great man {skyes bu chen po. 



Great Aspiration Festival {sMon 
lam chen mo) 

great seal {rgya chen, 
mahamudra) 

great times {dus chen) 

guru {bla ma) 

guru yoga {bla ma’i rnal ’byor) 

happiness {bde ba, sukha) 

harmonies with awakening, 
thirty-seven {byang chub kyi 
phyogs, bodhi-paksa) 

hearer {nyan thos, srdvaka) 

hearing lineage {snyan brgyud) 

heat {gtum mo, candali) 

heat yoga {gtum mo, candali) 

hell {dmyal ba, naraka) 

hell beings {dmyal ba, naraka) 

hidden {gab pa) 

hidden treasures {gter ma) 
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higher insight (,lhag mthong, 
vipasyand) 

highest yoga tantra (mal ’byor bla 
na med kyi rgyud, anuttara- 
yoga-tantra) 

humans (mi, manusyd) 

hungry ghosts (yi dwags, pretd) 

ignorance (ma rig pa, avidya) 

illusory body (sgyu lus, mdyd- 
dehd) 

immovable (migyo ba, acala)-, 
eighth bodhisattva level 

impermanence (mi rtagpa, 
anitya) 

imprint (lag rjes) 

impure illusory body (ma dagpa’i 
sgyu lus) 

incarnate lama (sprul sku, 
nirmdna-kdya) 

increase (mchedpa, vrddhi- 
praptd) 

increasing of virtuous phenom¬ 
ena already generated (dge ba’i 
chos skyes pa mams ’phel ba, 
utpanna-kusala- 
dharmavrddhi) 

indestructible drop (mi gzhigspa’i 
thig le) 

individual liberation (so sor thar 
pa, prdtimoksa) 

inhalation (dbugs rngub pa, 
dpdna) 

inherent existence (rang bzhin 
gyis grub pa, svabhava-siddhi) 

initiate teachings (slob bshad) 


initiation (dbang, abhiseka) 

innate (lban cig, sahaja ) 

innate joy (lhan skyes kyi dga’, 
sahajananda ) 

inseparabilty of cyclic existence 
and nirvana (’khor ’das dbyer 
med ) 

isolation (dben, viveka) 

intermediate state (bar do, 
antardbhdva) 

introspection (shes bzhin, sampra- 
janya ) 

Jangtse Choje (Byang rtse Chos 
rje) 

Jataka (sKyes rabs) 

jewels, three (dkon mchoggsum, 
triratna ) 

joy (dga ba, priti ) 

junior tutor to the Dalai Lama 
(yongs ’dzin chung ba) 

karma (las) 

Kashag (bKa’ shag) 

knowledge bearer (rigs ’dzin, 
vidya-dhara) 

knowledge initiation (shes rab ye 
shes kyi dbang, prajna- 



knowledge woman (rig ma, 
vidya) 

ksatriya (rgyal rigs, ksatriya) 
la (bid) 

lama (bla ma, guru) 
lamdre (lam ’bras) 
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laxity (bying ba, lay a) 

laziness {le lo, kausldya) 

learner (slob pa, sisya) 

left channel ( brkyangma, laland) 

level {sa, bhumi) 

liberation ( tharpa, moksd) 

life-bearing wind (srog ’dzin kyi 
rlung) 

life force [bid] 

life shen {sridgsheti) 

light drop (’od thig, abhdsa- 
bindhu) 

linga {linggo) 

lords of the soil (sa bdag) 

Losar {Lo gsar) 

lotsawa {lo tsd ba) 

lu {klu, ndga) 

luminous (’od byedpa, 

prabhdkari)-, third bodhisattva 
level 

magic shen {’phrulgsheti) 

mahamudra {rgya chen po) 

mahayoga (mal ’byor chen po) 

mandala {dkyil ’khor) 

manifest {mngon dugyurpa, 
abhimukhi)-, sixth bodhisattva 
level 

mantra {sngags) 

mantra adept {sngags ram pa) 

mantra drop {sngags thig, mantra- 
bindu) 


mantra vehicle {sngags lam, 
mantra-ydna) 

master of extensive learning {rab 
’byams pa) 

master of the teaching {bkd chen) 

master of the ten teachings {bkd 
bcu pa) 

meditation {bsgompa, bhdvana) 

meditational deity {yi dam, ista- 
devata) 

meditational mandala {ting nge 
’dzin kyi dkyil ’khor, samadhi- 
mandala) 

meditative equanimity {btang 
snyoms, upeksd) 

meditative equipoise {mnyam 
bzhag, samdhita) 

meditative stabilization {ting nge 
’dzin, samadhi) 

mental abidings, nine {semsgnas, 
citta-sthiti) 

mental continuum {sems rgyud, 
citta-samtdna) 

mental factor {sems ’byung, caitta) 

mental image {don spyi, artha- 
sdmdnya) 

mental isolation {sems dbeti pa, 
citta-viveka) 

merit {bsod nams, punya) 

metaphoric clear light {dpe’i ’od 
gsal) 

method {thabs, up ay a) 

method continuum {thabs 
rgyud) 
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Method Vehicle (Thabs kyi theg 
pa, Updya-yana) 

middle tsen (bar btsan) 

mind (sems, citta) 

mind class (sems sde) 

mind itself (sems nyid) 

mindful establishments, four 

(dran pa nye bar gzhagpa, 
smrtyupasthana) 

mindfulness (dran pa, smrti) 

mind of black near-attainment 
(nyer thob nag lam pa’i sems) 

mind of clear light (’od gsal sems, 
prabhasvara-cittd) 

mind of awakening (byang chub 
gyi sems, bodhicittd) 

mind of red increase (mchedpa 
dmar lam pa’i sems) 

mind of white appearance (snang 
ba dkar lam pa’i sems) 

mind-only (sems tsam, citta- 
mdtra) 

mode of being (gnas lugs) 

mode of subsistence of being (yin 
lugs) 

monastery (dgon pa, aranya) 

monastic discipline (’dul ba, 
vinaya) 

Mongol (Horpa) 
mount (rta, asva) 
naga ( klu) 

name and form (minggzugs, 
ndma-rupa) 


natural mandala (rang bzhin dkyil 
’khor, svabhava-mandala), 

naturally innate exalted wisdom 
(rang bzhin lhan cigskye pa’i ye 
shes, prakrti-sahaja-jndnd) 

nature truth body (ngo bo nyid 
chos sku, svabhavika-dharma- 
kdya) 

near attainment (nyer thob) 

never returner (phyir mi ’ong, 
andgamin) 

New Schools (gSar ma) 

ngondro (sngon ’gro, purvagama) 

Ngorpa (Ngorpa) 

nirvana (mya ngan las ’daspa) 

no-self (bdagmed, nairdtmya) 

noble truths, four (’phagspa’i 
bden pa mam bzhi, 
caturdryasatya) 

nonaffirming negative (med ’gag, 
prasajya-pratisedha) 

nonconceptual (rtogmed, 
nirvikalpa) 

nongeneration of nonvirtuous 
phenomena not yet generated 
(sdigpa mi dge ba’i chos ma 
skyes pa mams mi skyedpa, 
anutpanndkusala- 
dharmaropana) 

nonsectarian (ris med) 

northern treasures (byanggter) 

novice monk (dge tshul, 
srdmanera) 

nun (dge slong ma, bhiksuni) 
nyen (gnyan) 
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object of negation (dgag bya, 
pratisedhya ) 

object of observation (dmigs pa, 
alamband) 

obstructions to omniscience (shes 
sgrib, jneya-dvarand) 

Offering of the Fifteenth (bCo 
Inga mchodpa) 

Old Translation School (sNga 

’gyur) 

once returner (phyir ’ong, 
agdmiti) 

one-pointedness (rtsegcigpa, 
ekdgra ) 

ordinary being (so so’i skye bo. 



pacifying (zhi bar byedpa, 
samand) 

painted canvas mandala (ras bris 
kyi dkyil ’khor) 

parinirvana (yongs su mya ngan 
las ’das pa) 

path (lam, marga) 

path and result (lam ’bras, marga- 
phala) 

path continuum (lam rgyud) 

path cycles, nine (lam skor dgu) 

path including its result (lam 
’bras bu dang bcas pa) 

path of accumulation (tshogs lam, 
sambhara-md rgd) 

path of liberation (mam grol lam, 
vimukti-margd) 

path of meditation (sgom lam, 
bhdvand-mdrga) 


path of no more learning (mi slob 
lam, asaiksa-marga ) 

path of preparation (sbyor lam, 
p rayoga-ma rgd) 

path of seeing (mthong lam, 
darsana-margd) 

patience (bzodpa, ksanti) 

patron (yon bdag) 

peak of cyclic existence (srid rtse, 
bhavdgra ) 

perfection (pha rol tu phyin pa, 
paramitd) 

perfection of aspiration (smon 
lam gyi pha rol tu phyin pa, 
pranidhana-paramita) 

perfection of concentration 
(bsam gtan gyi pha rol tu phyin 
pa, 

dhyana-paramita) 

perfection of effort (brtson ’grus 
kyi pha rol tu phyin pa, virya- 
paramitd) 

perfection of ethics (tshul khrims 
kyi pha rol tu phyin pa, sila- 
paramitd) 

perfection of exalted wisdom (ye 
shes kyi pha rol tu phyin pa, 
jhana-pdramitd) 

perfection of generosity (sbyin 
pa’i pha rol tu phyin pa, dana- 
pdramitd) 

perfection of patience (bzodpa’i 
pha rol tu phyin pa, ksanti- 
paramitd) 

perfection of power (stobs kyi pha 
rol tu phyin pa, bala-paramitd) 
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perfection of pure awareness (rig 
pa tshadphebs) 

perfection of skill in means 
(j thabs la mkhas pa’i pha rol tu 
phyin pa, updya-kausalya- 
paramitd) 

perfection of wisdom {shes rab 
kyi pha rol tu phyin pa, 
prajhapdramita) 

perfection vehicle (phar phyin 
theg pa, paramita-ydna ) 

performance tantra (spyod rgyud, 
caryd-tantra) 

person {gangzag, pudgala) 

personal instruction {gangzag 
snyan) 

pervasive wind (khyab byed kyi 
rlung) 

phenomenon {chos, dharma) 

physical isolation (lus dben, kdya- 
viveka) 

pledge (dam tshig, samaya) 

pliancy {shin tu sbyangs pa, 
prasrabdhi) 

power {stobs, bald) 

precious abbot emeritus {mkhan 
zur rin po che) 

predisposition {bag chags, 
vdsand) 

preliminary practices {sngon ’gro, 
purvagama) 

presentation of tenets {grub 
mtha’, siddhanta) 

pride {nga rgyal, mdna ) 

priest-patron {mchodyon) 


primordial buddha {dangpo’i 
sangs rgyas, adi-buddha) 

probationers, seven {sad mi 
bdun) 

proctor {dge skos) 

progressively developed {bskyed 
rim pa) 

prostration {phyag ’tshal) 

protector {chos skyong, 
dharmapala) 

pure appearance {dagpa’i snang 
ba, suddhavabhasa) 

pure awareness {rigpa, vidya) 

pure illusory body {dagpa’i sgyu 
lus) 

pure land {dag zhing, ksetra-sud- 
dhi) 

pure vision {dag snang) 

radiant (’od ’phro ba can, 

arcismati)-, fourth bodhisattva 
level 

rainbow body {’ja lus) 
reality bardo {chos nyid bar do) 
realization {rtogspa, prativedha) 
realizational union {rtogspa zung 

J u i> 

realm {khams, dhatu) 

red feast {dmar ’gyed) 

refuge {skyabs ’gro, sarana- 
gamana) 

reliances, four {rtonpa bzhi, 
catvdri pratisarandni) 

religious kings {chos rgyal) 
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renunciation (nges ’byung, 
nihsarana) 

resetting (slan te ’jogpa, 
avasthapana) 

result (’bras bu, phala) 

result continuum (’bras bu 
rgyud) 

retention (’dzin pa, dharand) 

revealed (bsgragspa) 

right channel (rtsa ro ma, rasand) 

ritual (bsnyenpa, sevd) 

rogyapa (ro rgyabpa) 

root downfall (rtsa Itung, 
muldpatti) 

royal thought (rgyal ba dgongs) 

sadak (sa bdag) 

sadhana (sgrub thabs) 

samgha (dge ’dun) 

samsara (’khor ba) 

sand mandala (rdulphran gyi 
dkyil ’khor) 

Sarma (gSar ma) 

seal (phyag rgya, mudra) 

secondary wind (yan laggi rlung) 

second dissemination (phyi dar) 

secret (gsang, guhya) 

secret initiation (gsang dbang, 
guhydbhiseka) 

secret instruction class (man ngag 
sde) 

secret mantra (gsang sngags, 
guhya-mantra) 


secret mantra vehicle (gsang 
sngags kyi theg pa, guhya- 
mantra-ydna) 

secret place (gsanggnas) 

self (bdag, dtman) 

self-empowerment (rang by in 
brlab) 

self-generation (bdag bskyed) 

self-grasping (bdag ’dzin, dtma- 
grdha) 

senior tutor of the Dalai Lama 
(yongs ’dzin che bd) 

sense faculty (dbangpo, indriya) 

sentient being (sems can, sattva) 

separation from the four attach¬ 
ments (zhen pa bzhi bral) 

setting in equipoise (mnyampar 
jog pa, samadhand) 

setting the mind (sems jog pa, 
citta-sthapana) 

sexual union (sbyor ba) 

Sharpa Choje (Sharpa Chos rje) 

shen (gsheri) 

shenlu (gshen glu) 

shen of good fortune (phya gsheri) 

skill in means (thabs la mkhaspa, 
upaya-kausalyd) 

siddha (grub thob) 

singleness of thought (sems gcig, 
eka-citta) 

signlessness (mtshan ma medpa, 
animitta) 
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similar in aspect (mam pa dang 
mthun pa, dkara-bhdgiya) 

sinmo (srin mo) 

six yogas of Naropa (Nd ro chos 
drug) 

skill in means (thabs la mkhas pa, 
updya-kausalya) 

sky-goer (mkha ’gro ma, dakini) 

smokelike appearance (du ba Ita 
bu’i snang ba) 

solitary realizer ( rangsangs rgyas, 
pratyeka-buddha) 

spatial class ( klongsde) 

special joy (khyadpar gyi dga ba, 
visesananda) 

spontaneity (Ihun grub, 
anabhoga) 

stability (gnas cha) 

staff of office ( ’khar, danda) 

stage of completion (rdzogs rim, 
nispanna-krama) 

stage of generation (bskyed rim, 
utpatti-kramd) 

stainless (dri ma medpa, vimald)-, 
second bodhisattva level 

stream enterer (rgyun zhugs, 
srotapanna) 

stupa (mchod rteri) 

subsequent realization [rjes thob, 
prsta-labdha) 

substance drop (rdzas thig, 
dravya-bindu) 

subtle ([phra ba, suksmd) 


subtle mind (phra ba’i sems, 
suksma-citta) 

subtle wind (phra ba’i rlung, 
suksma-prana) 

suchness (de bzhin nyid, tathata) 

suffering (sdug bsngal, duhkha) 

suffering of change (’gyur ba’i 
sdug bsngal, viparindma- 
duhkhata) 

suffering of misery (sdug bsngal 
gyi sdug bsngal, duhkha- 
duhkhata) 

summer offering (dbyar mchod) 
superior ( ’phagspa, drya) 
supreme joy ( mchogdga, 



sutra ( mdo) 


sutra vehicle ( mdo’i thegpa, sutra- 
yana) 

swastika bon [g.yung drung bon) 

symbols of knowledge bearers 
(rig ’dzin brda) 

tantra (rgyud) 

tantric empowerment (dbang 
skur, abhiseka) 

tantric feast (tshogs ’khor, 



tathagata (de bzhin gshegs pa) 

teaching tradition of Durjayacan- 
dra (Grub chen mi thub zla ba’i 
bshad srol) 

teaching tradition of the 

Kashmiri Kirtibhadra (Kha che 
sNyan grags bzangpo’i bshad 
srol) 
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teaching tradition of Maitripa 
(mNgd bdag Me tripa’i bshad 
srol) 

teaching tradition of Padmavajra 
([sLob dpon Pad ma ba dzra’i 
bshad srol) 

teaching tradition of Santab- 
hadra (San to bha dra’i bshad 
srol) 

teaching tradition of Santipa 
{San ti pa’i bshad srol) 

teachings, four {bkd bzhipa) 

teachings, ten {bkd bcu) 

temple {lha khang) 

tenet system {grub mthd, 
siddhanta) 

terma {gter ma) 

terton {gter ston) 

textbook {yig cha) 

thing {dngos po, bhava) 

thorough abandonings, four 
{yang dag par spong ba. 



thorough pacifying {nye bar zhi 
bar byedpa, vyupasamana) 

thought treasures {dgongs gter) 

throne holder of Ganden {dGa 
Idan khri pa) 

Tibetan New Year {Lo gsar) 

time {dus, kala) 

time-lock formula {gtsug las 
khati) 

torma {gtor md) 


transference of consciousness 
{’pho ba, samkramd) 

translator {lo tsa ba) 

trangsong {drang srong, rsi) 

treasures, five {mdzod Inga) 

trio of guru, great perfection, 
and the great compassionate 
one {bla rdzogs thugsgsuni) 

trio of sutra, magical net, and 
mind class {mdo sgyu sems 
gsuni) 

truth {bden pa, satyd) 

truth body {chos sku, dharma- 
kayd) 

truth of suffering {sdug bsngal 
bden pa, duhkha-satyd) 

truth of the cessation of suffering 
(’gog bden pa, nirodha-satyd) 

truth of the origin of suffering 
{kun ’byung bden pa, samu- 
daya-satya) 

truth of the path {lam bdeti pa, 
mdrga-satya 

ultimate {don dam pa, 
paramdrtha) 

ultimate mind of awakening {don 
dam byang chub kyi sems, 
paramartha-bodhicitta) 

ultimate truth {don dam bden pa, 
paramartha-satya) 

uncommon preliminaries {mthun 
mong ma yin pa’i sngon ’gro) 

uninterrupted path {bar chad 
med lam, anantarya-mdrga) 

union {zung ’jug, yuganaddha) 
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union of abandonment (spangs 
pa zung jug) 

union of appearance and empti¬ 
ness ([snang stong zung ’jug) 

union of calm abiding and 
higher insight (zhi gnas dang 
lhag mthonggi zung ’brel, 
samatha-vipasyand- 



union of no more learning {mi 
slob pa’i zung ’jug, asaiksa- 



universal monarch (’khor los 
bsgyur ba’i rgyalpo, 
cakravartin ) 

unusual attitude {lhagpa’i bsam 
pa, adhyasaya ) 

upper gods {steng Ihd) 

upward-moving wind {gyen rgyu’i 
rlung) 

vagina {bhaga, bhagd) 

vajra {rdo rje) 

vajra body {rdo rje sku, vajra- 
kdya ) 

vajra recitation {rdo rje bzlaspa, 
vajra-japa ) 

vajra repetition {rdo rje bzlas pa, 
vajra-japa) 

vajra vehicle {rdo rje thegpa, 
vajra-ydna ) 

vajra-like concentration {rdo rje 
Ita bu’i ting nge ’dzin, 
vajropama-samadhi ) 

vase initiation {bum dbang, 
kalasabhiseka ) 

vehicle {thegpa, yand) 


very joyous {rab tu dga’ ba, pra- 
mudita)-, first bodhisattva level 

very subtle mind {shin tu phra 
ba’i sems) 

very subtle wind {shin tu phra 
ba’i rlung) 

vinaya (’dul ba) 

virtuous shen {dge gsheri) 

vitalizing wind {srog ’dzin kyi 
rlung) 

vow {sdom pa, samvard) 

wheel of doctrine {ehos kyi ’khor 
lo, dharma-cakrd) 


white feast {dkar ’gyed) 

wind {rlung, prana ) 

wind yoga {srog rtsol, prdndydma ) 

wisdom {shes rab, prajhd) 

wisdom being {ye shes sems pa, 
jhdna-sattva ) 


wisdom initiation {shes rab ye shes 
kyi dbang, prajha- 


wisdom seal {ye shes kyi phyag 
rgya, jhana-mudra) 

wisdom truth body {ye shes chos 
sku, jhana-dharmakaya) 

withdrawal {sor ’dus, pratyahard) 


womb of the tathagata {de bzhin 
gzhegs pa’i snyingpo, tathdgata- 


word initiation {tshig dbang) 

world class {’jigrten, lokd) 

wrong consciousness {log shes, 
mithyd-jndna ) 



544 / INTRODUCTION TO TIBETAN BUDDHISM 


yellow parchment (shog ser tshigs) 

yoga {rnal ’byor) 

yoga tantra {rnal ’byor rgyud) 

yogic practice (rnal ’byor spyod 
pa, yogdcdra) 


yogi (rnal ’byorpa) 
yogini (rnal ’byor ma) 
yoklu {g.yog klu) 


Proper Names 


Ajatas'atru (Ma skyes dgrd) 

Aksobhya {Mi bskyodpa) 

Amaravajradevi {gSer chos ’chi 
med rdo rje lha mo) 

Amitabha (’Od dpag med) 

Amitayus (Tshe dpag med) 

Amoghasiddhi {Don yodgrub pa) 

Ananda {Kun dga’ bo) 

Anandagarbha {Kun dga’ snying 
po) 

Arada Kalama {Ring ’phur) 

Aryadeva (’Phags pa’i lha) 

Asanga (Thogs med) 

As'oka (Chos rgyal My a ngan 
med) 

As'vaghosa {rTa dbyangs) 

Atis'a [Dipamkara Srijnana] {Jo bo 
rje) 

Avadhutipa {A ba dhu ti pa) 

AvalokitesVara {sPyan ras gzigs) 

Bagor Bairotsana {Pa gor Bai ro 
tsa no) 

Baram Kagyu ( ’Ba’ ram bKa’ 
rgyud) 


Baso Chogi Gyeltsen {Ba so Chos 
kyi rGyal mtshan ) 

Be Jambel {dBas ’Jams dpal) 

Belchen Kekho {dPal chen Ge 
khod) 

Belden Yeshe {dPal Idan Ye shes), 
Panchen Lama III 

Belgyi Dorje {dPalgyi rDo rje) 

Belsa {Bal bza) 

Beltsek idPal brtsegs) 

Be Ratna {sBas Ratnd) 

Bhaisajyaguru {sMan gyi bla ma) 

Bhrkuti {Khro gnyer can md) 

Bimbisara {gZugs can snying po) 

Bodhimitra {Byang chub grogs po) 

Bon {Bon) 

Brahmadatta {Tshangspas sbyiri) 

Buddhaguhya {Sangs rgyas gsang 
ba) 

Cakrasamvara (Khor lo bde 
mchog) 

Candrakirti {Zla ba grags pa) 
Channa (’Dun pa) 
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Chim ShakyaTrawa (mChims 
Sha kya Pra ba) 

Chobar (Chos ’bar) 

Chogi Lodro (Chos kyi bLo gros) 
of Mar (Mar pa) 

Chogi Wangchuk (Chos kyi 
dBang phyug 

Chogyel Pakpa (Chos rgyal ’Phags 
pa) 

Chogyur Dechen {mChoggyur 
bDe cheri) 

ChojeTondrup Rinchen (Chos 
rje Don grub Rin cheri) 

Chokro Liigyeltsen (Cog ro kLu’i 
rgyal mtshan) 

Chucham (Chu leant) 

Consequence School (Thai ’gyur 
pa, Prasahgikd) 

Cunda (sKul bye) 

Dakchen Lodro Gyeltsen (bDag 
chen bLo gros rGyal mtshan) 

Daktsepa (sTag rtsepa) 

Dampa Deshek Sherap Sengge 
[Dam pa bDe gshegs Shes rab 
Sengge) 

Danas'ila ( Da na shi Id) 

Dandapani (Lag na be cori) 

Dar ( ’Dar) 

Darma Dode {Dar ma mDo sde) 

Darma Wangchuk {Dar ma 
dBang phyug) 

Dedruk Khenchen Ngawang 
Rapden {sDe drug mKhan chen 
Ngag dbang Rab brtari) 


Dharmabodhi {Dhar ma bo dhi) 

Dharmakirti (Chos kyi grags pa) 

Dharmapala (Chos skyong 

Doktsewa (Tog rtse ba) 

Dombi Heruka {Dombi He ru ka) 

Dongga {gDong dga) 

Donpa Shenrap {sTonpa gShen 
rab) 

Dorje Chang {rDo rje ’chang, 
Vajradhara) 

Dorje Chorap {rDo rje chos rab) 

Dorje Drak {rDo rje brag 

Dorje Gyelpo {rDo rje rgyalpo) 

Draba Ngonshe {Gra ba mNgon 
shes) 

Dradi Geshe Rinchen Dondrup 
{Bra sti dGe bshes Rin chen 
Don grub) 

Drakpa Gyeltsen {Gragspa rGyal 
mtshan) 

Drenka mukti {Bran ka Mukti) 

DrigumTsenpo {Gri gum bTsan 
po) 

Drikung Kagyu (’Bri gung bKd 
brgyud) 

Drobukpa {sGro sbugpa) 

Drogon (’Gro mgori) 

Drokmi (’Brog mi Lo tsd Shakya 
Ye shes) 

Dromdon (’Brom ston pa rGyal 
ba’i ’byunggnas) 

Druchen Yungdrung Lama {Bru 
chen g. Yung drung bLa ma) 
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Drukpa Kagyu (’Brugpa bKd 
brgyud) 

Dudjom Rinpoche (bDud joms 
Rin po che) 

Durjayacandra (Grub chen Mi 
thub zla ba) 

Diisong (Dus srong) 

Dzogchen Pema Lingpa (rDzogs 
chen Padma gLing pa) 

Gadong oracle {dGa gdong chos 
skyong) 

Gampopa (sGam po pa) 

Ganapati (Tshog bdag) 

Gangchen (Kang chen) 

Garap Dorje {dGa rab rDo rje, 
Surativajra) 

Garbhasuvarnasutras'ri {dPal mo 
sNyinggi gser thag) 

Gawa Beltsek (sKa ba dPal 
brtsegs) 

Gayadhara {Gaya dha ra) 

Gelukpa {dGe lugs pa) 

Gendlin Druba {dGe ’dun Grub 
pa), Dalai Lama I 

Gendlin Gyatso {dGe ’dun rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama II 

Ghantapada {Drilpu pa) 

Go Khukpa Hletse (’Gos Khugpa 
Lhas btsas) 

Gompo Namgyel {mGon po 
mam rgyal) 

Gonchok Gyelpo {dKon mchog 
rGyal po) 


Gonchok Jikme Ongpo {dKon 
mchogs ’Jigs med dBangpo) 

Gongchu {Kong chu) 

Gongjo {Kongjo) 

Gongpo {Kongpo) 

Gopa {Sa ’tsho md) 

Gorampa Sonam Sengge (Go 
ram pa bSod mams Sengge) 

Great Exposition School {Bye 
brag tu smra ba, Vaibhasika) 

Great Miracle (Cho ’phrul chen 
mo) 

Great Vehicle (Thegpa chen po, 
Mahay ana) 

Guhyasamaja {gSang ba ’duspa) 

Gunaprabha {Yon tan ’od) 

Guneru {Gu ne ru) 

Giinga Gyeltsen Bel Sangpo 
{Kun dga’ rGyal mtshan dPal 
bZang po) 

Giinga Nyingpo {Kun dga’sNying 
po) 

Giintu Sangmo {Kun tu bZang 
mo, Samtabhadri) 

Giintu Sangpo {Kun tu bZang po, 
Samantabhadra ) 

Gyasa {rGya bza) 

Gyeltsap Darma Rinchen {rGyal 
tshab Dar ma Rin chen ) 

Gyelwa Karmapa {rGyal dbang 
Kar ma pa) 

Gyodon Sonam Lama {sKyo ston 
bSod nams bLa md) 
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Hashang Mahayana ( Hwa shang 
Ma hay a na\ Chinese: 

Heshang Moheyati) 

Hayagriva ( rTa mgrin) 

Heruka ( Khrag thung) 

Heruka Cakrasamvara ( Khrag 
thung ’Khor lo bde mchog) 

Hevajra (Kye rdo rje) 

Hinayana ( Thegpa dman pd) 

Hinudevi ( Lha mo hi nu) 

Hla Rik ( Lha rigs) 

Hlasang ( Lha bzang) 

Humkara ( Hum mdzad) 

Indrabhuti (Indra bhu ti) 

Indrabodhi ( rGyalpo ra dzd) 

Indrasena ( dBangpo’i sde) 

Jambel Gyatso (’Jam dpal rGya 
mtsho ), Dalai Lama VIII 

Jambel She Nyen (Jam dpal 
bShes gnyen, Mahjusrimitrd) 

Jamgon Kongtriil (Jam mgon 
Kong sprul bLo gros m Tha yas) 

Jamyang Gyeltsen ( Jam dbyangs 
rGyal mtshan) 

Jamyang Kyentse Ongpo ( Jam 
dbyangs mKhyen brtse dBang 
pd) 

Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk 
(Jam dbyangs mKhyen brtse’i 
dBang phyug) 

Jamyang Sheba ( Jam dbyangs 
bZhad pd) 

Jangchup Gyeltsen (Byang chub 
rGyal mtshan) 
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Jangchup O (Byang chub ’Od) 

Jang Gya (ICang skyd 

Jetari (Dze ta ri) 

Jetsun Drakpa Gyeltsen (rje 
btsun Grags pa rGyal mtshad 

Jetsunpa Chogi Gyeltsen (rje 
btsun pa Chos kyi rGyal 
mtshad 

Jikme Lingpa (Jigs medgLingpd 

Jinamitra (Dzi na mi trd 

Jnanapada (Ye shes rkangpd 

Jnanasutra (Yeshes mdo) 

Jnanendra (Dznya na indrd 

Jomden Rikpe Sangye (bCom 
Idati Rigspa’i Sangs rgyas) 

Jonangpa (Jo nangpd 

Jowo Rinpoche (Jo bo Rin po che) 

Kadampa (bKa gdamspd 

Kagyu (bKa’ brgyud) 

Kanha (Nagpo pd 

Kalacakra (Dus kyi ’khor lo) 

Kamalas'ila (Ka ma la shi Id 

Kamaraja (Dod rgyal) 

Kanha (Ka nhd 

Karma Kagyu (Karma bKa 
brgyud) 

Karma Lingpa (Kar ma gLing pd 

Karmapa (Karma pd 

Katok Rigzin Tsewang Norbu 
(Kah thog Rigs ’dzin Tshe dbang 
Nor bu) 

Kaundinya (Kau ndi nyd 
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Kedrup Je {mKhas grub rje) 

Kedrup Gyatso {mKhasgrub 
rGya mtsho), Dalai Lama XI 

Keko ( Ge khod) 

Kelsang Gyatso ( bsKal bzang 
rGya mtsho), Dalai Lama VII 

Khdn ( Khoti) 

Khon Bargye ( ’Khon Bar skyes) 

Khon Luwangpo ( Khon kLu’i 
dbang po) 

Khon Nagaraksita ( Khon 
Nagaraksita) 

Kirtibhadra ( sNyan grags bzang 
po) 

Krsnacarin ( Nag po spyod pa) 

Ksantivadin (bZodpa smra bd) 

Kiingtang {Gung thang) 

Kurukulla (Rig byed ma) 

Kutsang Rinpoche ( Ke’u tshang 
Rin po che) 

Kyungpo Nenjor (Khyungpo 
rNal ’byor) 

Lalitavajra ( Rolpa’i rdo rje) 

Lang {rLangs) 

Lang Darma {gLang Dar ma) 

Lekbe Sherap ( Legs pa’i Shes rab) 

Lha Totori Nyentsen ( Lha Tho 
tho ri gNyan btsari) 

Licchavi ( Li tsd bi) 

Lilavajra ( sGeg pa’i rdo rje) 

Lion of the Sakya ( Sa kya Seng 
ge) 


Lobon Sonam Tsemo (sLob dpon 
bSod nams rTse mo) 

Lokaksema (’Jig rten bde bd) 

LokesVara (’Jig rten dbangphyug) 

Longchen Rapjampa (kLongchen 
Rab ’byams pa) 

Losang Belden Denbe Nyima 
([bLo bzang dPal Idan bsTan 
pa’i Nyi ma), Panchen Lama 
IV 

Losang Tsewang (bLo bzang Tshe 



Luhipada (Lu ’ipa) 

Lungdok Gyatso (Lung rtogs 
rGya mtsho), Dalai Lama IX 

Machik Lapdrdn {Ma gcig Lab 
sgroti) 

Madhyamaka (dBu ma) 

Mahakala (Nag po chen po) 

Mahakasyapa (’Od srung chen po) 

Mahaiaksmi {dPal lam shis pa 
cheti) 

Mahayana (Thegpa chen po) 

Maitreya (Byams pa) 

Maitripa {Me tripa) 

Mandarava {Manda ra bd) 

Manjus'ri {’Jam dpal) 

Manjus'rimitra {’Jam dpal bshes 
gnyen) 

Mara {bDud) 

Maratika {Ma ra ti ka) 

Ma Rinchen Chok {rMa Rin 
chen mchog) 
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Mar Kagyu (dMar bKd rgyud) 

Marpa (Mar pa) 

Mayadevi (sGyu ’phrul lha mo) 

Middle Way Consequence 
School {dBu ma thal ’gyurpa, 
Prasangika-madhyamaka) 

Middle Way School (dBu ma, 
Madhyamaka) 

Milarepa {Mi la ras pa) 

Mind Only School (Sems tsam 
pa, Citta-matra) 

Mipam Gyatso {Mi pham rGya 
mtsho) 

Monlam Chenmo {sMon lam 
Chen mo) 

Muchen Gonchok Gyeltsen {Mus 
chen dKon mchog rGyal 
mtshan) 

Mula-Sarvastivada (gZhi thams 
cadyodpar smra bd) 

Nagarjuna {kLu sgrub) 

Nages'vara {kLu’i dbang phyug) 

Nairatmya {bDag med ma) 

Nakpo Utsita Chiwa Mepa {Nag 
po U tsi ta ’Chi ba Med pa, 
Ucitdmara) 

Naropa {Na ro pa, Nadapada) 

Nechung oracle {gNas chung chos 
skyong) 

Nesar Jamyang Kyentse 
Wangchuk {gNas gsar ’Jam 
dbyangs mKhyen brtse’i dBang 
phyug) 

New Kadampa {bKdgdams 
gsar ma) 
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Ngakchang Giinga Rinchen 
{sNgags ’chang Kun dga’ Rin 
cheri) 

Ngawang Belden {Ngag dbang 
dPal Idari) 

Ngawang Losang Gyatso {Ngag 
dbang bLo bzang rGya mtsho), 
Dalai Lama V 

Ngawang Yeshe Gyatso {Ngag 
dbang Ye shes rGya mtsho) 

Ngenlam Gyelwa Chokyang 
{Ngan lam rGyal ba mChog 
dbyangs) 

Ngodrup Drakpa {dNgos grub 
Grags pa) 

Ngorchen Gonchok Hliindrup 
{Ngor chen dKon mchog Lhun 
grub) 

Ngorchen Giinga Sangpo {Ngor 
chen Kun dga’ bZang po) 

Niguma {Ni gu ma) 

Nup Sangye Yeshe {gNubs Sangs 
rgyas Ye shes) 

Nyak Jnanakumara {gNyags 
Jhanakumard) 

Nyang Rel Nyima Oser {Nyang 
ral Nyi ma ’Od zer) 

Nyarong Chikhyab {Nyag rong 
sPyi khyab) 

NyatriTsenpo {gNya’khri bTsan 
po) 

Nyel {gNyal) 

Nyelwa Nakpo {Myal ba Nag po) 

Nyima Drakpa {Nyi ma Grags pa) 

Nyingma {rNying ma) 
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Orgyen Terdak Lingpa (O rgyan 
gTer bdag gLingpd) 

Oserden (’Od zer Idari) 

Pabongka (Pha bong khd) 

Padampa Sangye (Pha dam pa 
Sangs rgyas) 

Padmasambhava (Pad ma ’byung 
gnas) 

Padmavajra (Padma ba dzra) 

Pakmodrupa (Phag mo gru pa) 

Pakmodrupa Dorje Gyelpo (Phag 
mo gru pa rDo rje rGyalpo) 

Pakmo Kagyu (Phag mo bKa’ 
brgyud) 

Pakpa (’Phags pa) 

Panchen Lama {Pan chen bla ma) 

Patrul Rinpoche {dPal sprul Rin 
po che) 

Pema Lingpa {Padma gLingpa) 

Pema Osel Dongak Lingpa 
{Padma ’Od gsal mDo sngags 
gLingpd) 

Pohla {Pho lha) 

Prabhahasd {Pra bha ha sti) 

Prajapati (sKye dgu’i bdag mo) 

Prajna {Shes rab) 

Pranasadhana {Dzam dmar srog 
sgruti) 

Prasenajit {gSal rgyal) 

Pudon {Bu stori) 

Rahula {sGra gcan ’dziri) 
Raksitapada {bSrung ba’i zhabs) 


Rapjampa {Rab ’byams pa) 

Ratna Lingpa {Ratna gLing pd) 

Ratnasambhava {Rin chen ’byung 
gnas) 

Rechungpa Dorje Drakpa {Ras 
chungpa rDo rje Grags pd) 

Relbachen {Ralpa cari) 

Rendawa {Red mda’ bd) 

Reting Rinpoche Jambel Yeshe 
{Rva sgreng Rin po che ’Jam 
dpal Ye shes) 

Rikdzin Godem {Rig ’dzin rGod 
Idem) 

Rikdzin Ngagi Ongpo {Rig ’dzin 
Ngaggi dbang po) 

Rinchen Sangpo {Rin chen bZang 
po) 

Rolbe Dorje {Rolpa’i rDo rje), 
Karmapa IV 

Sabalagaruda {Khyung khra) 

Sachen Gtinga Nyingpo {Sa chen 
Kun dga’ sNying po) 

Sakya {Sa kyd) 

Sakyamitra {Sa kya bshesgnyeri) 

Sakyamuni {Sa kya thub pd) 

Sakya Pandita Giinga Gyeltsen 
Bel Sangpo {Sa skya Pandita 
Kun dga’ rGyal mtshan dPal 



Sakya Sengge {Sa kya Sengge) 

Sakyas'ribhadra {Sa kya shri bha 
drd) 

Sakya Trizin {Sa skya Khri ’dziri) 
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SakyaTrizin Ngawang Gunga 
{Sa sky a Khri ’dzin Ngag dbang 
Kun dga) 

Samantabhadra (Kun tu bzang 

po) 

Samantabhadri {Kun tu bzang 
mo) 

Sangye Gyatso {Sangs rgyas rGya 
mtsho) 

Sangye Lama {Sangs rgyas bLa 
md) 

Sangye Lingpa {Sangs rgyas gLing 
pa) 

Santabhadra {San ta bha dra) 

Santaraksita {Zhi ba ’tsho) 

Santideva {Zhi ba lb a) 

Santipa {San ti pa) 

Saraha {Sa ra ha) 

Sariputra {Sha ri’i bu) 

Saroruhavajra {mTsho skye rdo rje) 

Sarvarthasiddha {Don thams cad 
grub pa) 

Savari {Sa ba ri) 

Sekhar Chungwa {Se mkhar 
Chung ba) 

Senalek {Sad na legs) 

Shakya Chokden {Sa kya mchog 
Idan ) 

Shangdon Chobar {Zhang ston 
Chos ’bar) 

Shangpa Kagyu {Shangs pa bKa 
brgyud) 

Shangpo {Shangs po) 


Shang Tselpa {Shangs m Tshalpa) 

Shenrap {gShen rab) 

Sherap Tsiiltrim {Shes rab Tshul 
khrims) 

Shikpo Lingpa {Zhig po gLing pa) 

Shudon Dorje Gyap {Zhu ston 
rDo rje skyabs) 

Shuksep Kagyu {Shugseb bKa 
rgyud) 

Siddhartha Gautama {Don grub 
Gau ta md) 

Silendrabodhi {Shi lendra bo dhi) 

Simhanada {Sengge sgra) 

Simhavaktra {Sengge gdong md) 

Sonam Gyatso {bSod nams rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama III 

Songtsen Gampo {Srong btsan 
sGam po) 

So Yeshe Wangchuk {So Ye shes 
dBang phyug) 

Sri Simha {Shri sing ha) 

Subhuti {Rab ’ byor) 

Suddhodana {Zas gtsang md) 

Sumadkirti {bZangpo’i bios gros 
grags pa) 

Sumpa Khenpo {Sum pa mkhan 
po) 

Surativajra {dGa rab rdo rje) 

Surchung {Zur chung) 

Surendrabodhi {Su rendra bodhi) 

Surpoche {Zur po che) 

Sutra School {mDo sdepa, 
Sautrantikd) 
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Svetaketu ( Dam pa tog dkar) 

Sugatasri {bDegshegs dpal Idan ) 

Taklung Kagyu ( sTag lung bKd 
brgyud) 

Tangla ( Thang Id) 

Tara ( sGrol md) 

Tarpa Lotsawa ( Thar pa Lo tsa 
bd) 

Tarthang Tulku ( Dar thang sPrul 
sku) 

Tenzin Gyatso ( bsTan ’dzin rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama XIV 

Terdak Lingpa {gTer bdaggLing 
pa) 

Tilottama (Thig le mchog md) 

Tonmi Sambhota (Thon mi Sam 
bho to) 

Tdpa Bhadra ( Thodpa Bhadra) 

Totori Nyentsen (Tho tho ri 
gNyan btsan) 

Totreng ( Thodphreng) 

Translations of Teachings ( bKa’ 

’gyur) 

Translations of Treatises (bsTan 
’gyur) 

Tri Detsuktsen ( Khri iDe gtsug 
btsan) 

Trinle Gyatso ( ’Phrin las rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama XII 

Tri Songdetsen ( Khri Srong Ide 
btsan) 

Tritsun {Khri btsun) 

Troma {Khros md) 
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Tropu Kagyu {Khro phu bKd 
rgyud) 

Triilnang (’Phrul snang) 

Tsang Lekdrup {gTsang Legs 
grub) 

Tsangyang Gyatso (Tshangs 
dbyangs rGya mtsho), Dalai 
Lama VI 

Tsarchen Losel Gyatso (Tshar 
chen bLo gsal rGya mtsho) 

Tsarpa (Tshar pa) 

Tselpa Kagyu {mTshalpa bKd 
brgyud) 

Tsenpo Khore {bTsanpo Khor re) 

Tsong Khapa Losang Drakpa 
(Tsong kha pa bLo bzang Grags 
pa) 

Tsultrim Gyatso (Tshul khrims 
rGya mtsho), Dalai LamaX 

Tsur Shdnnu Sengge {mTshur 
gZhoti nu Sengge) 

Tugen Losang Chogi Nyima 
{Thu’u bkwan bLo bzang Chos 
kyi nyi md) 

Tupden Gyatso (Thub bstan rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama XIII 

Tiisum Khyenpa {Dus gsum 
mKhyen pa) 

Udraka Ramaputra {Rangs byed 
kyi bu lhagspyod) 

Upali {Nye bar ’khor) 

VagisVarakirti {Ngag dbang grags 
pa) 

Vairocana {rNam par snags 
mdzad, Bai ro tsa nd) 
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Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chanft 

Vajrakila (rDo rjephurpa) 

Vajrapani (Phyag na rdo rje) 

Vajrasattva (rDo rje sems dpa) 

Vajravarahi (rDo rje phag mo) 

Vajrayogini (rDo rje rnal ’byor 
md) 

Vasubandhu {dByiggnyeri) 

Yasudhara (Ba su dha ra) 

Vasudhara (Nor rgyun md) 

Vimalamitra (Dri med bshes 
gnyeri) 

Virupa {Bi ru pa) 

Werma (Wer md) 

White Tara (sGrol dkar) 

White Yak of Being (Srid kyi 
gyagpo dkar po) 


Yamantaka {gShin rjegshed) 

Yamari (gShin rje) 

Yamsang Kagyu (g. Yak bzang bKd 
rgyud) 

Yangdak Gyelpo (Yang dag rGyal 
po) 

Yas'odhara (Grags ’dzin md) 

Yerpa Kagyu (Yer pa bKd rgyud) 

Yeshe Ddnden (Ye shes Don Idari) 

Yeshe de {Ye shes sde) 

Yeshedo {Ye shes mdo, Jhdnasutra) 

Yeshe O {Yeshes ’od) 

Yeshe Tsogyel {Ye shes mTsho 
rgyal) 

Y5nden Gyatso (Yon tan rGya 
mtsho), Dalai Lama IV 


Titles of Works Mentioned 


Ascertainment of Valid Cognition 
(Tshad ma mam par nges pa, 
Pramana-viniscayd), 

by Dharmakirti 

Associated Collection 
{Samyuktdgama-, Pali: 
Samyutta-nikayd) 

Beyond Thought {bSam mi khyab), 
by Doktsewa (Tog rtse ba) 

Blue Annals {Deb ther sngnon po), 
by Go Lotsawa (’Gos lo tsa ba) 

Cakrasamvara Tantra (Khor lo 
bde mchog rgyu) 


Collection Sutra (Dus pa’i mdo) 

Compendium ofAbhidharma 
{Chos mngonpa kun btus, 
Abhidharma-samuccaya), 
by Asanga 

Compendium of All Knowledge 
{Shes bya kun khyab) by 
Jamgon Kongtriil 

Compendium ofMahaydna 
(Theg pa chen po bsdus pa, 
Mahayana-samgrahd), 
by Asanga 
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Compendium of the Truth of All 
Tathagatas (De bzhin gshegs pa 
thams cad kyi de kho na nyid 
bsdus pa’i mdo, Sarva- 
thatagata-tattva-samgrahd) 

Compendium of Valid Cognition 
(Tshad ma kun las btus pa, 
Pramana-samuccayd), by 
Dignaga 

Commentary on the Compendium 
of Valid Cognition (Tshad ma 
mam ’grel gyi tshig le’ur by as 
pa, Pramanavarttikd), by 
Dharmakirti 

Complete Path of the Great Seal 
(Phyag rgya chen po’i lam yongs 
su rdzogspa), by Indrabodhi 

Diamond Sutra (rDo rje geodpa’i 
mdo, Vajracchedika-sutra ) 

Differentiation of the Middle Way 
and the Extremes (dBu dang 
mthd mam par ’byedpa, 
Madhyanta-vibhagd), by 
Vasubandhu 

Differentiation of Phenomena and 
the Nature of Phenomena (Chos 
dang chos nyid mam par ’byed 
pa, Dharma-dharmata- 
vibhagd), by Vasubandhu 

Differentiation of the Three Vows 
{sDom gsum rab dbye), by 
Sakya Pandita (Sa sky a 
Pandita ) 

Entry Into the Bodhisattva Deeds 
(.Byang chub sems dpa’i spyodpa 
la ’jugpa, Bodhicaryavatard), 
by Santideva 


Entry Into the Middle Way (dBu 
ma la ’jugpa, Madhyamakava- 
tara ), by Candrakirti 

Enumerated Collection ( Ekottara - 
agama-, Pali: Ahguttara-nikaya ) 

Essence of the Good Explanations, 
Treatise Differentiating the 
Interpretable and the Definitive 
[Drang ba dang nges pa’i don 
mam par phye ba’i bstan bcos 
legs bshad snyingpo), by Tsong 
Khapa (Tsong kha pa) 

Essential Drop of Wisdom Tantra 
[rGyudye shes thig le, Jhanati- 
laka-tantra) 

Extensive Sport Sutra (rGya cher 
rolpa’i mdo, Lalitavistara- 
sutra) 

Fifty Stanzas on the Guru (bLa 
ma Inga bcu pa, 
Gurupahcasikd), byAsvaghosa 

Flame Point of the Completion 
Stage (rDzogs rim mar me’i rtse 
Ita bu’i lam skor), by 
Saroruhavajra 

Fourfold Innermost Essence 
(sNying thigya bzhi) 

Four Hundred (bsTan bcos bzhi 
brgya pa, Catuhsatakd), by 
Aryadeva 

Four Interwoven Commentaries on 
the Great Exposition of the 
Stages of the Path (Lam rim 
mchan bzhi sbrags ma) with 
the commentaries of Ba so 
Chos kyi rgyal mtshan, Sde 
drug mKhan chen, Ngag 
dbang Rab brtan, ’Jam 
dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje, 
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and Bra sti dge bshes Rin chen 
don grub 

Fundamental Tantra of the Two 
Examinations (rTsa rgyud brtag 
gnyis) 

Golden Rosary of the Good Expla¬ 
nations (Legs bshad gser pheng), 
by Tsong Khapa 

Golden Tortoise (gSergyi rus sbal), 
Bon po gter ma discovered by 
Ngddrup Drakpa (dNgos grub 
Grags pa) 

Great Chronicle ( Mahdvastu ) 

Great Exposition of Secret Mantra 
([sNgags rim chen mo), by 
Tsong Khapa 

Great Exposition of Tenets (Grub 
mthd chen mo), byjamyang 
Sheba (’Jam dbyangs bZhadpa) 

Great Exposition of the Stages of 
the Path (Lam rim chen mo), 
by Tsong Khapa 

Great Jeweled Wishing Tree (Rin 
po che’i Ijon shing chen mo) 

Great Seal (Phyag rgya chen po, 
Mahamudra), by 
Vagis'varakird 

Guhyamiilagarbha-tantra (sGyu 
’phrul gsang ba snyingpo’i 
rgyud) 

Guhyasamaja-tantra (gSang ba 
’duspa’i rgyud) 

Heart Essence ofLongchenpa 
(,kLong chen snying thig) 

Hevajra-tantra (Kye rdo rje 
rgyud) 
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History of Buddhism (Chos 
’byung) by Pudon ( Bu stori) 

Illumination of the Thought, 
Extensive Explanation of[Can- 
drakirti’s] 'Entry into the Mid¬ 
dle Way ([dBu ma la ’jug pa’i 
rgya cher bshad pa dgongs pa 
rab gsal), by Tsong Khapa 

Innermost Essence of the Great 
Expanse (kLong chen snying 
thig) 

Instructions on Straightening the 
Crooked (Yon po srong ba’i 
gdams ngag), by Ucitamara 

Kdlacakra-tantra (Dus kyi ’khor lo 
rgyud) 

Kiss Tantra (rGyud kha sbyor) 

Lalitavistara-sutra (rGya cher rol 
pa’i mdo) 

Lamp for the Path to Awakening 
(Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma, 
Bodhipathapradipd), byAtis'a 

Lengthy Collection ( Dirghdgama ; 
Pali: Digha-nikaya) 

Lives of the Eighty-Four Adepts 
(Catu rsiti-siddha-p ra vrtti ) 

Magical Net (sGyu ’phrul drwa 
bd) 

Middle Length Collection 
( Madhyama-agama ; Pali: 
Majjhima-nikayd) 

Nine Profound Methods of the 
Generation Stage (bsKyed rim 
zab pa’i tshul dgu), by 
Saroruhavajra 

Official Edict {bKa’ shog) 

Olapati, by Krsnacarin 
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Ornament for Clear Realizations 
(mNgon par rtogs pa’i rgyan, 
Abhisamaydlamkara), by 
Maitreya 

Ornament for the Mahdyana 
Sutras (Thegpa chen po’i mdo 
sde’i rgyan, Mahayana- 
sutralamkara), by Maitreya 

Perfection of Wisdom in 8, ooo 
Lines (’Phags pa shes rab kyi 
pha rol tu phyin pa brgyad 
stongpa’i mdo, Astasdhasrikd- 
prajhaparamitasutra) 

Precious Appearance of the Insepa¬ 
rability of Cyclic Existence and 
Nirvana, The Essential View of 
All Tantras (rGyud thams cad 
kyi snyingpo Ita ba ’khor ’das 
dbyer med rin po che snang ba) 

Precious Garland (Rin po che’i 
phrengba, Ratndvali), by 
Nagarjuna 

Precious Garland of Tenets (Grub 
pa’i mtha’i mam par bzhag pa 
rin po che’i phreng ba), by 
Gonchokjikme Ongpo (dKon 
mchog ’Jigs med dBangpo) 

Presentation of the Grounds and 
Paths, Beautiful Ornament of 
the Three Vehicles (Sa lam gyi 
mam bzhag theg gsum mdzes 
rgyan), by Gonchokjikme 
Ongpo (dKon mchog ’Jigs med 
dBang po) 

Refutation of Errors Regarding 
Secret Mantra (sNgags log sum 
’by hi) 

Root Verses on the Middle Way 
(.dBu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas 


pa, Mulamadhyamaka-karika), 
by Nagarjuna 

Samputa-tantra (Sam pu ta rgyud, 
Yang dag pa sbyor ba’i rgyud) 

Samvara-tantra (sDom pa’i 
rgyud) 

Secret Basic Essence Tantra (sGyu 
’phrul gsang ba snying po’i 
rgyud, Guhya-mula-garbha- 
tantra ) 

Secret Tantra of the General 
Precept of All Mandalas 
(gSang ba spyi rgyud, Sar- 
vamandalasamanya-vidhinam- 
guhyatantra) 

Short Collection ( Ksudraka- 
agama-, Pali: Khuddaka-nikaya) 

Spontaneous Birth and Attain¬ 
ment (Lhan cigskyes sgrub), by 
Dombi Heruka 

Stages of Final Meditations (bSam 
gtan phyi ma, Dhydnottara- 
patalakramd) 

Stages of Meditation (sGom pa’i 
rim pa, Bhavana-kramd), by 
Kamalas'ila 

Statement of Ba (sBa bzhed) 

Sutra Explaining the Thought 
([dGongs pa nges par ’grelpa’i 
mdo, Samdhinirmocana-sutra) 

Sutra of the Fortunate Eon (bsKal 
pa bzangpo’i mdo, 
Bhadrakalpaka-sutrd) 

Sutra of the Great Final Nirvana 
(Yongs su my a ngan las ’das pa 
chen po’i mdo, 

Mahdparinirvdna-sutra-, Pali: 
Mahaparinibbana-sutta) 
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Sutra of the Meeting of Father and 
Son (Yab dang sras mjal ba’i 
mdo, Pitaputrasamdgama-sutra) 

Sutra on Individual Liberation (So 
sor thar pa’i mdo, Prdtimoksa- 
sutra) 

Sutra on Monastic Discipline 
(Dulba’i mdo, Vinaya-sutrd), 
by Gunaprabha 

Sutra on the Ten Dharmas (Chos 
bcu pa’i mdo, Dasa-dharma- 
sutrd) 

Sutra on the Ten Levels (mDo sde 
sa bcu pa, Dasabhumika-sutra) 

Sutra Turning the Wheel of 
Dharma (Chos kyi ’khor lo rab 
tu bskor ba’i mdo, Dharma- 
cakrapravartana-sutra) 

Tantra Called ‘Questions of the 
Superior Subdhu (dPung 
bzangs pa’i rgyud, Aryasubdhu- 
pariprccha-nama-tantra) 

Tantra of the Great Natural Aris¬ 
ing of Awareness (Rig pa rang 
shar chen po’i rgyud) 

Three Cycles of Fundamental 
Mind (gNyug sems skor gsuni), 
by Mipam (Miphani) 


Three Cycles of Revelation 
(bsGrags pa skor gsuni), a col¬ 
lection of Bon po gter ma texts 

Three Principal Aspects of the Path 
(Lamgtso mam gsuni), by 
Tsong Khapa 

Treasury ofAbhidharma (Chos 
mNgon pa’i mdzod, Abhidhar- 
makosd), by Vasubandhu 

Treasury of the Knowledge of Valid 
Cognition (Tshad ma rigs pa’i 
gter), by Sakya Pandita (Sa 
skya Pandita) 

Treasury of Well-Spoken Jewels 
(Legs par bshadpa rin po che’i 
gter, Subhasitaratnanidhi), by 
Sakya Pandita 

Treatise on the Mind of Awaken¬ 
ing (Byang chub sems ’grel, 
Bodhicitta-vivarand), by 
Nagarjuna 

Vajra-pahjara-tantra (rDo rjegur 
rgyu) 

Vajra Verses (rDo rje tshig rkang, 
Vajra-gdthd), by Virupa 


Locations 


Abhasvara ( ’Odgsal, Abhasvard) 
Achi (A phyi) 

Amdo (A mdo ) 

Bodhgaya (Bodhgaya) 

Bodhimanda (Byang chub snying 
po, Bodhimanda) 


Bon Mountain (Bon ri) 
Bugyel (sPu rgyal) 

Bumla (’Bum Id) 

China (rGya nag) 

Chong Gye (’Phyong rgyas) 
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Circle of Awakening (Byang chub 
snying po, Bodhimanda) 

Densatil (gDan sa mthil) 

Desire Realm ( Dod khams, 
Kama-dhatu) 

Dhanakos'a ( Da na ko sha’i mtsho 
gling) 

Do Do (mDo stod) 

Do Me ( mDo smad) 

Drebung ( Bras spungs) 

Drebung Deyang ( Bras spungs 
bDeyangs) 

Drebung Gomang ( Bras spungs 
sGo mang) 

Drebung Loseling (Bras spungs 
bLo gsal gling) 

Dri River (Bri chu) 

Drikung (Bri khung) 

Drokri (Brog ri) 

Drongmoche (Grong mo che) 

Form Realm (gZugs khams, Rupa- 
dhatu) 

Formless Realm (gZugs med 
khams, Arupya-dhatu) 

Ganden (dGa Idan, Tusita) 
heaven 

Ganden [dGa Idan, Tusita) mon¬ 
astery 

Ganden Jangtse [dGa Idan Byang 
rtse) 

Ganden Puntsokling (dGa Idan 
Phun tshogs gling) 

Ganden Shardze (dGa Idan 
Shar rtse) 


Golden Island (gSer gling) 
Gongpo ( rKongpo) 

Guge ( Guge ) 

Gurkha 

Gyangdur ( rKyang ’dui) 

Gyantse ( rGyal rtse) 

Fllamo Latso ( Lha mo’i bLa 
mtsho) 

Fllokha ( Lho kha) 

India (rGya gar, Phagsyul) 

Jambudvipa (’Dzam bu’igling, 
Jambudvipa) 

Jokhang (Jo khang) 

Kailasha (Ti se, Kailasa) 

Kamba Dzong (Gampa rDzong) 

Kangchen (Gangs cati) 

Kanyakubja ( Kdnyakubja) 

Kapilavastu (Ser skya’i gnas, 
Kapilavastu) 

Katok (Kah thog) 

Kham (Khams) 

Korlochen (Khor lo cati) 

Kumbum (sKu ’buni) 

Kus'inagara (Grong khyer rtsa cati) 

Labrang (bLa brang) 

Lang (rLangs) 

Lari (bLa ri) 

Legi Wangmoche (Las kyi dbang 
mo che) 

Lhasa (Lha sa) 

Litang (Li thang) 
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Lower Tantric College ( rGyud 
smad Grwa tsang) 

Lumbini ( Lumb’i tshal) 

Machu (Rma chu) 

Magadha {Ma ga dha) 

Magical Temple of the North 
(Byangphyogs sprulpa’i lha 
khang) 

Marpori ( dMarpo ri) 

Me ( sMad) 

Menri ( sMan ri) 

Mindroling {sMin grol gling) 

Nalanda ( Nalendra) 

Nalendra (Nd lendra) 

Nandavana (,dGa ba’i tshal, Nan- 
davand) 

Nartang (sNar thang) 

Nechung (gNas chung) 

Ngari [mNgd ris) 

Ngari Gorsum (mNga’ ris skor 
gsum ) 

Ngor Ewam Choden (NgorE 
warn Chos Idan ) 

Norbulingka (Nor bu gling ka ) 

Nyarong (Nyag rong) 

Odantapuri ( Otantapuri’i gtsug 
lag khang) 

Oddiyana (O rgyan) 

Olmo Lungring (’01 mo lung 
ring) 

Pakmodru (Phag mo grit) 
Parusakavana (rTsub ’gyur tshal) 


Penyiil {’Phanyul) 

Po {Bod) 

Podrang {Pho brang) 

Potala {Po ta la) 

Rajagrha {rGyalpo’i khab) 

Ramoche {Ra mo che) 

Rasa {Ra sa) 

Reting {Rwa sgrengs) 

Rinbung {Rin spungs) 

Riwotse Nga {Ri bo rtse Inga) 

Rumtek {Rum bteg) 

Sahor {Za hor, Sahor) 

Sakya {Sa sky a) 

Samye {bSamyas) 

Sangri Khangmar {Zangs ri khang 
dmar) 

Sarnath 

Sera Monastery {Se ra dGon pa) 

Sera Je Monastery {Se ra Byes 
dGon pa) 

Sera Me Monastery {Se ra sMad 



Shalu {Zha hi) 

Shangshung {Zhang zhung) 

Sharchenchok {Shar chen leog) 
prison 

Shedrupling {bShad bsgrub 

gli-ng) 

Shigatse {gZhis ka rtse) 
Sitavana {bSil ba’i tshal) 
Sravasti {Mnyan yod) 
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Sri Dhanyakataka (Shri dhana’i 
gling, 

Sokla Gyao (Sog la skya bo) 

Sosadvipa (So sa glinggi dur 
khrod) 

Sur Ukpalung Monastery (Zur 
’ugpa lung dGon pa) 

Taksik (rTaggzigs) 

Taktse (sTag ’tsher) 

Tangchu (gTang chu) river 

Tangla (Thang Id) mountains 

Tashihlunpo (bKra shis Ihun po) 

Tashi Trigo (bKra shis khrigs sgo) 

Three Provinces (Choi kha gsurri) 

Toling (Tho ling) 

Tradruk (Khra ’brug) 

Trang ( Bhrang) 

Trayatrims'a (Sum cu rtsa gsurri) 

Trochu (Khro bcu) 

Tsang (gTsang) 


Tsang Chumik (gTsang Chu mig) 
Tsongkha (Tsong kha) 
Tsuklakhang (gTsug lag khang) 
Tsurphu (mTshurphu) 

Tuna (Dud sna) 

Tusita (dGa Idati) 

U (dBus) 

Upper Tantric College (rGyud 
stod Grwa tsang) 

Uru (dBu ru) 

Varanasi (Wd rd na si, Chos skor 
gnas, Varanasi) 

Vais'ali (Yangs pa cati) 

Vajrasana (rDo rjegdari) 

Vikramas'ila (Rnam gnon tshul) 

White Choden (mChod rten dkar 
po) 

Yarlung (Yar lung) 

Yeru Ensa (g. Yas ru dBen sa) 
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383, 396, 510 

higher insight 86, 91-93, 97, 417, 439, 

45 i. 47 2 

highest yoga tantra 250, 258, 270, 271, 
276, 279, 281-285, 290, 293, 294, 298, 
309, 319-323, 337, 339, 342, 358, 359, 
385, 393 , 412.. 454 , 457 , 47 i, 494 
hungry ghosts 94, 116, 239, 430, 453, 

460, 486, 496, 513 
ignorance 23, 33, 34, 48, 50, 64, 65, 

67-69, 71, 72, 76, 78, 81, 82, 106,114, 
140, 212, 226, 239, 259, 263, 264, 295, 
296, 306, 343, 387, 425, 430, 439, 482, 
485, 506 

illusory body 286, 289, 291, 293, 322, 343, 
405, 407, 408, 415, 493 
impermanence 81, 82, 88, 89, 104, 225, 
267, 325, 326, 328, 351, 485 
imprint 64, 188, 192, 230 
impure illusory body 287 
incarnate lama 183,187, 189, 192, 300, 

349 . 477 , 495 

indestructible drop 285-287, 292, 
337 - 338 , 341, 408 

individual liberation 69, hi, 442, 446, 

464 

inherent existence 75, 91, 92, 94-97,103, 
120, 121, 126, 264, 268, 273, 274, 276, 
279, 285, 294, 303, 305, 309, 407, 408, 
418, 419, 426, 439, 489-491 
initiation 156, 161, 210, 255, 267—271, 283, 
295, 311, 313, 315, 316, 320, 322, 350, 
360, 363, 364, 372, 388, 401, 403, 404, 
433 , 444 , 45 2 - 458 , 461, 465, 466 
inseparabilty of cyclic existence and nir¬ 
vana, 459 

intermediate state 291, 328, 335, 344-347, 

350, 352, 405, 412 
introspection 88, 89, 281, 302, 536 
Jataka 34, 35, 36 

jewels, three 536 

joy 23, 35, 42-45, 84, 90, 95, 117, 121, 123, 
124, 128, 130, 138, 143,160, 167, 183, 
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242, 251, 261, 268, 276, 295, 303, 309, 
331 . 339 . 340, 345 . 358 , 368, 369, 376, 
381, 392, 393, 399, 451, 457-458, 462, 
468, 476 

karma 40, 49, 63-65, 70, 72, 77, 78, 114, 
116,123, 133, 154, 161, 164-167, 188, 
189,193, 216, 221, 230, 287, 299, 304, 
327, 330, 347-349. 352-. 382, 385, 391, 
397. 4°i. 402, 410, 413, 414, 417, 429, 
430, 451, 469, 506, 508, 510, 513 
Kashag 184, 185, 195,196, 518 
knowledge bearer 369, 372-373, 376, 381 
knowledge woman 536 
ksatriya 34, 42, 60 

lamdre 357, 433, 447~450, 455. 462-466 
laxity 70, 87-89, 92, 417 
laziness 41, 88, 119, 123, 295 
liberation 41, 44, 47, 53, 55, 59, 60, 64, 
69-71. 93. 95-97. 103, 106, 107, 
109-in, 113, 114, 151, 154, 160, 175, 

186, 196-198, 206, 208, 216, 245, 256, 
259, 263, 288, 298, 318, 328, 345, 348, 
352, 357, 358, 372, 385, 393 - 395 . 4 H. 
427, 435, 437, 442, 446, 451, 452, 464, 
499, 500, 506, 518 
linga 229 
Losar 220, 473 
lotsawa 153, 376 
magic shen 50 

mahamudra 98, 177, 356, 364, 400, 416, 
418, 421, 423, 424, 430, 434 
mahayoga 369, 510 

mandala 227, 245, 251, 254, 255, 262-264, 
270, 271, 276-278, 282, 283, 285, 286, 
295, 306-309, 314, 323, 350, 351, 369, 
376, 382, 384, 414, 434, 444, 454, 456, 
458, 470, 509 

mantra 22-25, 2 7> 28, n 3> I 3 2 > 22 9> 2 33> 
240, 244, 245, 252, 254, 255, 257, 258, 
265-268, 271, 274, 276, 277, 281, 282, 
288, 289, 303, 304, 318, 349, 370, 382, 
388, 404, 414, 415, 433, 449, 456, 457, 
471, 481, 482, 502, 509, 511 
mantra vehicle 258, 266, 268, 276 
master of extensive learning 447, 495 
master of the teaching 495 
master of the ten teachings 447 
meditation 12, 14, 22, 24, 34, 35, 41, 
46-51, 61, 65, 70, 71, 74, 79, 81-83, 
85-89, 91-93, 95-97, 97-99. 107, I2 7> 


128, 133, 149, 151, 162, 163,176, 177, 
226, 228, 235, 237—239, 249, 255, 257, 
258, 262, 264, 265, 267, 269, 271-273, 
276-281, 284, 286-288, 295, 296, 301, 
302, 304, 305, 308, 310-312, 314, 321, 
32.5-332., 334, 339, 342, 350, 362-364, 
370, 372, 382, 388, 390, 392, 401, 403, 
407, 411-413, 416-419, 422, 423, 426, 
430, 433, 434, 439, 448 - 451 . 453 - 462 , 
464, 467, 469-471, 480, 483, 485, 
488-489, 491-494, 496, 509 
meditational deity 267, 269, 271, 272, 
314 . 433 . 434 

meditative stabilization 86, 89-91, 

93-94, 98, 124-125, 292, 294 
mental abidings, nine 88 
mental continuum 96, 243, 312, 318, 420, 
44 2 > 448 

mental factor 85, 442 
mental isolation 286, 537 
merit 21, 22, 24, 76, 93, 97,106, 107, 119, 
131, 132, 150, 219, 220, 229, 238, 241, 
243, 245, 255, 274, 276, 277, 301, 302, 
306-309, 311, 361, 378, 474, 481, 508, 
509 

mind class 377, 381, 384, 393, 510 
mindful establishments, four 538 
mindfulness 68, 70, 84, 87-89, 93, 97, 
99, 117, 124-125, 133, 302, 317, 
326-329, 392, 439, 532, 538, 576 
mind of black near-attainment 340, 538 
mind of clear light 285, 287, 288, 292, 
341, 342, 344, 358, 412, 457, 490 
mind of awakening 93, no, 113, 115, 119, 
126, 269, 270, 271, 275, 277, 289, 302, 
306, 309, 321, 356, 406, 412, 438, 439, 
450, 452, 457, 463, 475, 478 
mind of red increase 340 
mind of white appearance 340 
monastic discipline 55-57, 101, 157, 
163-164, 172, 355, 446, 469, 471, 
475 - 476 , 512 

Mongol 27, no, 137, 155, 159-166, 
168-173, 175,178, 185, 211, 219, 223, 
44 2_ 444 > 464. 465. 476 , 517. 518 
naga 102, 437, 441, 442, 446, 471, 477, 
500 

name and form 76, 77 
nature truth body 130, 276 
never returner 107, 108 
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New Schools 358 
ngondro 294, 304 
Ngorpa 445, 446 

nirvana 33, 37, 48, 51-56, 61, 85, 98, 101, 
102, 104-112, 126, 127, 222, 229, 244, 
257. 2-64, 292, 390-393, 395, 420, 451, 
452, 456, 459, 460, 503, 511 
no-self 71, 73, 74, 75, 81 
nonconceptual 93, 127, 277, 363, 399 
nonsectarian 317, 359-362, 445, 469 
northern treasures 383 
novice monk 476-477 
nun 11, 14, 17, 25, 31, 38, 40, 46, 50, 51, 

53. 57-59. 64. 69, 96, 97, 102, 104, 
105, hi, 112, 116,119,122, 128, 130, 

143, 154, 160, 162, 170, 175, 182, 193, 
195, 200, 202, 204, 205, 208, 212, 213, 
217, 221, 228, 241, 269, 273, 280, 296, 
306, 312, 314, 318, 328, 338, 355, 369, 

383. 387. 393 . 394 . 396 , 407. 4 I 2 .- 4 H. 
423, 426, 438, 439, 441, 446, 448, 454, 
464, 486, 490, 493, 495, 518 

nyen 144, 363, 364, 369, 371, 377, 383, 

384, 395, 402, 444, 465, 500, 515 
object of observation 70, 86, 87, 88, 89, 

90, 91, 119, 413, 417 

obstructions to omniscience 97, 98, 129, 
263, 288, 378 
once returner 107, 108 
one-pointedness 86, 88, 89, 92, 99, 125, 
266, 422, 539 

ordinary being 23, 24, 33, 66, 70, 72, 81, 
85, 95,113, 117, 129 259, 265, 272, 278, 
286, 287, 292, 293, 294, 312, 315, 317, 
325, 332, 335, 347, 363, 392, 413, 415, 
416, 418, 424, 438, 439, 450, 451, 481, 
484, 485, 488, 491, 508 
pacifying 81, 88, 89, 91, 92 
painted canvas mandala 264 
parinirvana 33, 54 

path and result 14, 433, 440, 445, 447, 
448, 449, 450, 452, 453, 455, 456, 459, 
460, 461, 462, 464 
path continuum 377, 378, 393, 454 
path of accumulation 91, 93, 97 
path of liberation 95, 96 
path of meditation 93, 95, 96, 97, 288, 
295 

path of no more learning 93, 96, 97, 291 
path of preparation 93-94, 97, 133, 434 


path of seeing 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 121, 133, 
434 

patience 23, 24, 34, 35, 36, 70, 75, 93, 94, 
97, no, hi, 115,118, 122, 133, 271, 283, 
364 

peak of cyclic existence 85, 123 
perfection 14, 23, 60, 98, 103, 104, 105, 
107, 109, no, 112, 115-123, 125-128, 
130,132, 146, 151,157, 223, 225, 250, 
257, 261, 263, 275, 282, 283, 301, 321, 
343. 35i. 356, 358, 360, 361, 369, 372, 
377 , 378 , 381, 383-386, 388-393, 404, 
407, 416, 426, 446, 451, 470, 478, 

492, 510-513 

perfection of aspiration 127 
perfection of concentration 119,125 
perfection of effort 118, 123 
perfection of ethics 117 
perfection of exalted wisdom 128 
perfection of generosity 115-117,121 
perfection of patience 118, 122 
perfection of power 128 
perfection of pure awareness 386 
perfection of skill in means 540 
perfection of wisdom 103,104, 105,112, 
120, 126, 130, 132, 157, 223, 225, 263, 
282, 426, 470, 478, 512 
perfection vehicle 250, 257, 393 
performance tantra 279, 280, 281, 294, 
320, 375, 376 

phenomenon 217, 490, 491 
physical isolation 286 
pledge 229, 283, 304, 461 
pliancy 89, 90, 91, 92, 99, 123,124, 336 
predisposition 26, 78, 117,120, 121, 263, 
272, 330, 348, 482 

preliminary practices 14, 132, 294, 295, 
301, 322, 323, 417 

primordial buddha 367, 369, 418, 504 
prostration 22, 210, 221, 243, 245, 295, 
299, 300, 301, 306, 308, 436, 470, 472 
protector 113, 116, 182, 229, 241, 374, 473, 
499 . 505 

pure appearance 303, 450, 451, 454 
pure awareness 386, 388, 389, 390, 392 
pure illusory body 287, 288, 293 
pure land 23, 104, 130, 262, 276, 308, 

345 . 415 

pure vision 381, 450, 451, 454 
rainbow body 392, 393, 415, 511 
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rebirth 23, 33, 34, 37, 39, 49, 63-64, 67, 

76, 77, 78-79, 81, 84, 85, 94, 106, 107, 
114, 117, 121,144, 177, 188,184, 190, 
258, 302, 328, 329, 331, 332, 334-336, 
341-342, 345, 346-349, 352, 370, 413, 
4 X 4 , 415 . 438 , 45 i. 464, 474 . 485. 486, 
501, 503, 508 

refuge 54, hi, 141, 202, 203, 204, 216, 

217, 229, 267, 277, 295-298, 300, 306, 
308, 309 

religious kings 144, 154, 163, 168, 515 
renunciation 38, 64, 69, 170, 241, 269, 
355 » 394 » 438 , 454 

ritual 12, 13, 21, 26, 37, 51, 52, 53, 91, 

107,109,118, 131, 141,159, 164, 

172, 188, 189, 201, 215, 220, 222, 
225-227, 229-231, 233-234, 236, 241, 
243, 249, 252, 254, 255, 257, 258, 
260-262, 266-267, 269-270, 

275-277, 279-282, 293, 300-301, 

306, 311-315, 319-320, 327, 329, 331, 
339, 348-350, 355-356, 358, 365, 367, 
369-372, 379-380, 385, 388-389, 

395, 404-405, 415, 425-428, 430, 433, 
434 , 437 . 439 . 44 C 444 . 45 C 453 . 455 . 
456, 458, 460, 465, 467, 473, 474, 

475, 476, 498, 499, 500, 505, 506, 
508-510, 512 

root downfall 315, 316, 317, 318, 319 
sadhana 276, 277, 316, 380, 381, 382, 382, 
416, 433, 441, 446, 458, 493 
samgha 51, 56, 153, 229, 296, 297, 298, 

316 

samsara 72, 73, 98, 257, 264, 368, 384, 
391-392, 486, 500 
sand mandala 264, 456, 458, 470 
Sarma 175, 367 

seal 78, 121, 183,190, 287, 289-291, 342, 
348, 359, 364, 379-380, 391, 400, 401, 
404, 416-418, 421, 434, 453, 455, 463, 
492 .. 493 

second dissemination 153,155-157, 365, 
367, 516 

secret initiation 270, 283, 457 
secret mantra 254, 258, 266, 288, 289, 
449,509 

secret mantra vehicle 258, 266 
sense faculty 78 

shen 234, 362, 367, 445, 487, 497, 499, 
501-504, 506-510, 512 


shenlu 510 

siddha 40, 255, 256, 357, 435, 440, 449, 
492 

signlessness 125,126,127 
six perfections 115, 128, 250, 275, 283, 321, 
404, 407, 451, 492 

six yogas of Naropa 352, 405, 465, 470, 
492 

skill in means no, 115, 126, 127,170, 252, 
275, 383, 387 

smokelike appearance 333 
solitary realizer 85, 96, 98, 107-108, 112, 
126-127, 375 

spatial class 377, 384, 393, 394, 395 
stage of completion 282-286, 289-290, 
292 

stage of generation 282, 283, 284, 285, 
286, 462 

stream enterer 107,108 
stupa 22, 55, 131, 242-246, 373, 385, 441, 
475 . 503 , 507 

subtle mind 285, 289, 337, 339, 342, 343 
subtle wind 286, 287, 288, 385 
suchness 93, 94, 96, 104, 108, 126, 127, 

277, 282, 285, 310, 410, 411 
suffering 23-24, 33, 35, 36, 39, 41, 43, 44, 

46, 47, 48, 50, 52, 64-69, 71, 75, 79, 
81, 82, 96, 106, in, 112, 114, 116, 117, 
119,120, 121, 123, 125, 200, 203, 212, 
213, 243, 258, 259, 260, 261, 267, 268, 

278, 295, 296, 297, 298, 318, 325, 326, 
329, 336, 343, 347, 348, 356, 416, 425, 
438, 439, 443, 451, 453, 481, 482, 484, 
486, 496, 506, 508 

summer offering 228 
sutra 27, 28, 37, 38, 51, 53, 55, 57, 58, 59, 
60, 80, 86, 98, 99,102,103,104,105, 
106, in, 115,116,123,127,129,130, 

131,132,133,134,156, 249, 250, 252, 
253, 256, 257, 258, 259, 263, 267, 271, 
274, 275, 276, 283, 288, 289, 298, 320, 
321, 355, 356, 357, 360, 368, 369, 370, 
377 - 378 . 381, 388, 399 . 4 2 9 > 437 . 440, 
446, 455, 463, 467, 470, 477, 482, 

483, 492, 494 
swastika bon 508, 509 
tantra 17, 25, 60, 79,132, 153,156, 

158, 228, 243, 249-261, 263, 265, 
267-271, 273-277, 279-287, 

289-295, 297-299, 301, 303, 305, 307, 
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309 - 313 . 3 I 5 - 32 - 3 . 337 . 339 . 342 . 

346, 352, 355-359, 367-370, 375 - 376 , 
378 - 379 , 381 - 385 , 393 - 396 , 399, 

403, 412, 429, 436-437, 440-441, 

447 , 450 - 455 , 457 > 459-460, 

463-467, 471, 474, 482-483, 

492-494, 510, 512 

tathagata 54, 258, 304, 363, 364, 385 
terma 102, 131, 172, 181, 192, 201, 308, 

329, 350, 356, 369, 378-383, 396 , 454 , 
503,510 

terton 379-382, 510 
time-lock formula 381 
torma 225-226, 229, 302, 510 
transference of consciousness 405, 414, 
415 

trio of guru, great perfection, and the 
great compassionate one 381 
trio of sutra, magical net, and mind class 
381 

truth body 130, 274-276, 288, 293, 309, 
321, 331, 339, 341, 367, 376, 377, 381, 
384, 423, 424, 462, 506 
ultimate mind of awakening 271 
ultimate truth 125, 448, 450, 452 
uninterrupted path 95, 96, 97 
union of appearance and emptiness 280, 
384, 420 

union of calm abiding and higher 
insight 86, 92-93, 97, 439, 526, 544 
vajra 226, 249, 250, 252, 291, 302, 304, 
316, 319, 355, 371, 372, 434, 449, 451, 
455 , 463, 464 

vase initiation 270, 283, 320, 457 
vinaya 50, 55, 57, 59-61,156, 158, 

238, 256, 355, 368, 370, 399, 446, 

467, 47 i, 477 


virtuous shen 509 

visualization 83, 254, 257, 262, 263, 271, 
277, 280, 281, 283, 284, 285, 287, 290, 
292, 295, 300, 301, 302, 306, 309, 313, 

314, 315, 317, 321, 332, 382, 384, 395, 
409, 410, 425, 428, 494 

vow 46, 48, 64, 127, 148, 156, 157, 170, 
191, 195, 209, 213, 228, 229, 257, 268, 
283, 284, 296, 300, 302, 305, 313, 315, 
316,317,323,361,374,403,434,440, 

442., 447,454,456,461,464,469, 

471,505 

wheel of doctrine 37, 61, 412 
white feast 427, 428 
wind 25, 90, hi, 119, 129, 130, 138, 172, 
181,194, 238, 276, 282, 284-289, 291, 
292, 332, 333, 334, 336, 337, 338, 340, 
341, 344, 385, 406, 408, 454, 456, 457, 
458 , 493 

wisdom being 298 
wisdom truth body 130, 276 
womb of the tathagata 363 
word initiation 270, 271, 283 
yoga 250, 257, 258, 270-276, 

278-286, 289, 290, 293-295, 298, 

302, 309, 310, 314, 315, 319-323, 328, 
33 i, 336 , 337 , 339 , 341 - 343 , 345 , 35 2 > 
358, 359, 369, 375 - 378 , 381, 384-387, 
393, 395-396, 405-412, 415-416, 
429-430, 434, 449, 454 - 457 , 465, 
470-471, 492-494, 510 
yoga tantra 250, 257, 258, 270, 271, 276, 
279, 281-285, 290, 293-294, 298, 309, 

315, 319-323, 337, 339, 342, 358, 359, 

375 , 376 , 385, 393 , 395 , 412, 454 , 457 , 
471, 494, 510 
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Ajatas'atru 244 
Aksobhya 145, 345, 352, 382 
Amaravajradevi 446 
Amitabha 23, 255, 345, 352, 371, 
372, 382 

Amitayus 373, 446, 469 
Amoghasiddhi 345, 352, 382 


Ananda 50, 53-57, 376, 467 
Anandagarbha 376 
Arada Kalama 46, 47, 50 
Aryadeva 133, 447 

Asanga 90, 98, 99, 128, 134, 252, 446, 

469, 484 

As'oka 130, 142, 373 



INDEX OF PROPER NAMES / 585 


Ansa [Dipamkara Srljnana] 156-159, 326, 
403, 436, 437, 445, 471, 472, 483, 484, 
517 

Avalokites'vara 21-24, 27-28, 115-116, 

140, 141, 144, 146, 168, 193, 205, 216, 
229, 265, 272, 364, 376, 381, 436, 464, 
468 

Baram Kagyu 402 
Baso Chogi Gyeltsen 496 
Be Jambel 368 
Belchen Kekho 507 
Belgyi Dorje 154—155 
Belsa 145, 159, 440, 472 
Beltsek 153, 370 
Bhaisajyaguru 364, 471 
Bhrkuti 145-146 
Bimbisara 244 
Brahmadatta 244 
Candrakirti 447, 469, 478 
Channa 43-44, 46, 444-445 
Chim Shakya Trawa 546 
Chobar 440, 448, 449 
Chogi Lodro of Mar 401 
Chogi Wangchuk 382, 383 
Chogyur Dechen 383 
ChojeTondrup Rinchen 469 
Chokro Ltigyeltsen 370 
Chucham 507 
Consequence School 441 
Cunda 55 

Dakchen Lodro Gyeltsen 462 
Dampa Deshek Sherap Sengge 383 
Dandapani 42 
Darma Dode 415 
Darma Wangchuk 402 
Dedruk Khenchen Ngawang Rapden 
496 

Deng Xiaoping 208, 209 

Dharmakirti 441, 442, 446, 469, 515 

Dharmapala 241, 242, 433, 463, 464 

Doktsewa 463 

Dombi Heruka 429 

Dongga 446 

Donpa Shenrap 503 

Dorje Chang 399 

Dorje Chorap 369 

Dorje Drak 383, 402 

Dorje Gyelpo 162, 402 

Drakpa Gyeltsen 438, 442, 443, 455 

Drenka mukti 368 


Drobukpa 376 
Drogon 443 

Drokmi 159, 436, 437, 448, 449, 455 
Dromdon 159, 403, 516 
Druchen Yungdrung Lama 504 
Dudjom Rinpoche 177, 364, 368, 379, 

395 

Durjayacandra 463 

Dtisong 516, 547 

Dzogchen Pema Lingpa 383 

Gadong oracle 480 

Gampopa 402-405, 415, 422, 429, 517 

Ganapati 446 

Garap Dorje 369, 371, 377, 383, 396 
Garbhasuvarnasutras'ri 446 
Gawa Beltsek 370 
Gayadhara 449, 455, 466 
Gelukpa 14, 86, 91, 158, 159, 163-168, 173, 
182-183,185, 204, 220, 221, 288, 291, 
293, 322, 356, 360-364, 465, 467-468, 
470 - 47 1 , 474-482, 484-485, 

489-490, 492 .- 495 , 517 
Gendtin Druba , Dalai Lama I 163,164, 
474 , 476 

Gendtin Gyatso , Dalai Lama II 163, 164 
Gompo Namgyel 183, 518 
Gonchok Gyelpo 436, 437, 517 
Gonchok Jikme Ongpo 476 
Gongpo 507 
Gopa 60 

Gorampa Sonam Sengge 438, 444, 445 
Great Exposition School 356 
Great Vehicle 93,102, 106, 108, 355 
Guhyasamaja 172, 286, 322, 343, 356, 

364, 376, 463 
Gunaprabha 477 

Gtinga Gyeltsen Bel Sangpo 159, 440 
Gtinga Nyingpo 159, 437, 445, 448, 465, 
469, 517 

Gtintu Sangmo 506 
Gtintu Sangpo 367, 506 
Gyasa 145 

Gyeltsap Darma Rinchen 472 
Gyelwa Karmapa 165-166, 189, 402, 429 
Gyodon Sonam Lama 425 
Hashang Mahayana (Heshang 
Moheyan) 149-152, 227, 396 
Hayagriva 227 

Heruka 172, 291, 364, 412, 429, 470, 475 
Heruka Cakrasamvara 172, 364 



586 / INDEX OF PROPER NAMES 


Hevajra 131, 156, 229, 249, 250, 252, 256, 
257, 261, 266, 292, 302, 304, 316, 319, 
320, 322, 355, 357, 364, 376, 434, 436, 
441, 444, 445, 447, 449, 452, 455-460, 
463-466, 482, 494 
Hinudevi 446 
Hla Rik 437 
Hlasang 169-171, 518 
Humkara 377 
Indrabhuti 251, 376 
Indrabodhi 370, 372, 381, 463 
Indrasena 373 

Jambel Gyatso , Dalai Lama VIII173 
Jambel She Nyen 369, 371, 377, 384, 395 
Jamgon Kongtrul 360, 361, 426, 518 
Jamyang Gyeltsen 450 
Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk 446, 465 
Jamyang Sheba 223, 476, 495-496 
Jangchup O 157 
Jang Gya 476 

Jikme Lingpa 280, 294, 300, 311, 360, 
362, 371, 378, 382, 386, 394 
Jnanasutra 369, 377 
Jnanendra 151, 152 
Jomden Rikpe Sangye 376 
Jonangpa 167, 365 
Jowo Rinpoche 145 
Kadampa 158, 159, 326, 403, 404, 405, 
472, 483, 516 

Kagyu 11, 14, 321-322, 352, 355-357, 

361, 363-365. 367. 396 , 399 - 405 . 

407, 409, 411-413, 4 G- 4 I 9 . 42 - 1 . 

423, 425, 427-431, 445-446, 

465, 470 , 492 , 494 . 496 , 

516-517 

Kalacakra 60, 172, 210, 223, 228, 285, 

323, 357, 364, 376, 470, 492, 519 
Kamalasila 86, 149, 151-152, 227, 396 
Kamaraja 446 
Kanha 256 
Karma Kagyu 402 
Karma Lingpa 352, 382 
Karmapa 133, 161, 164-167, 189, 216, 402, 
429, 430, 469 
Kaundinya 51 

Kelsang Gyatso , Dalai Lama VII172, 
291, 322 

Khon 159, 436, 437, 445, 464 
Khon Nagaraksita 437 
Kirtibhadra 463 


Krsnacarin 463 
Ksantivadin 34-35 
Kungtang 375 
Kurukulla 446 
Kutsang Rinpoche 190-191 
Kyungpo Nenjor 430 
Lalitavajra 550 

Lang Darma 154-155, 157,166, 177, 516 

Lekbe Sherap 155 

Licchavi 244 

Lilavajra 376 

Lion of the Sakya 228 

Lobon Sonam Tsemo 440 

Lokaksema 103 

Lokesvara 168 

Longchen Rapjampa 371, 387, 394 
Losang Belden Denbe Nyima, Panchen 
Lama IV 495 
Losang Tsewang 190-191 
Machik Lapdron 424, 428 
Madhyamaka 252, 357, 362, 383, 

440-441, 446, 473, 478, 512 
Mahakala 193, 229, 436, 446, 464 
Mahakas'yapa 57-58, 61 
Maitreya 38, 60,130, 222, 440, 446, 
469-471, 474, 478, 484 
Maitripa 399, 463 
Mandarava 228, 373 
Manjus'ri 146, 147, 263, 364, 376, 377, 
436, 438, 440, 445, 468, 469, 470, 

471, 472, 473, 475, 484 
Manjus'rlmitra 377 

Mao Zedong 186, 198, 199, 297, 298, 215, 

5 «» 5 i 9 

Mara 37, 48-50, 373, 376, 500 
Ma Rinchen Chok 370, 376 
Marpa 401, 405, 415, 429, 516 
Middle Way Consequence School 441 
Middle Way School 102, 356, 357, 478 
Milarepa 401-405, 415, 517 
Mind Only School 356 
Monlam Chenmo 219, 473, 517 
Muchen Gonchok Gyeltsen 462 
Mula-Sarvastivada 355 
Nagarjuna 102,125,126,128,129,133, 252, 
288, 357, 383, 399, 446, 463, 484, 515 
Nairatmya 257, 434 
Nakpo Utsita Chiwa Mepa 463 
Naropa 256, 352, 399, 400, 401, 405, 415, 
428, 429, 465, 470, 492, 516 
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Nechung oracle 197, 226, 480 
New Kadampa 483 
Ngakchang Giinga Rinchen 446 
Ngawang Belden 476 
Ngawang Losang Gyatso , Dalai Lama V 
166,175, 476, 517 
Ngawang Yeshe Gyatso 171 
Ngodrup Drakpa 510 
Ngorchen Gonchok Hliindrup 438, 461 
Ngorchen Giinga Sangpo 320, 438, 445 
Niguma 410, 412, 429, 465, 470 
Nup Sangye Yeshe 376, 377 
Nyang Rel Nyima Oser 382, 383 
Nyatri Tsenpo 141 
Nyelwa Nakpo 506, 507 
Nyima Drakpa 383 

Nyingma 11, 13, 153, 166, 167, 177,178, 
228, 321, 322, 355-357, 359, 361, 
363-365, 367 - 371 . 373 . 375 - 38 i, 383. 
385, 387, 389, 391, 393-397. 416, 430, 
437 . 445 - 446 . 492, 494, 496, 510 
Orgyen Terdak Lingpa 371 
Oserden 506, 507 
Pabongka 476 

Padampa Sangye 424-425, 430 
Padmasambhava 148, 213, 228, 352, 364, 
365, 368, 371 - 377 . 379-382, 396, 437, 
468, 499, 501, 505, 516 
Padmavajra 463 
Pakmodrupa 402, 422, 517 
Pakmodrupa Dorje Gyelpo 402 
Pakmo Kagyu 402 
Pakpa 161, 166-167, 443-445, 517 
Panchen Lama 166,173,186, 189-190, 

215, 430, 476, 486, 495 
Patrul Rinpoche 371 
Pema Lingpa 382, 383 
Pema Osel Dongak Lingpa 552 
Pohla 172, 173 

Potala 144, 168, 169, 170, 190,195, 197, 
202, 203, 374, 478, 479 
Prabhahasti 372 

Prajna 68, 104, 131, 132, 409, 512 
Pranasadhana 446 
Prasenajit 244 

Pudon 60, 149-152, 162, 279, 446, 517 

Qianlong 173,174 

Qubilai Khan 161, 164, 444, 517 

Rahula 45, 50, 61 

Rapjampa 371, 387, 394, 447 


Ratna Lingpa 378, 382 
Ratnasambhava 345, 352, 382 
Relbachen 144, 153—154, 156, 158, 253, 516 
Rendawa 469 

Reting Rinpoche Jambel Yeshe 187 
Rikdzin Ngagi Ongpo 383 
Rinchen Sangpo 155-156, 178, 254, 516 
Rolbe Dorje , Karmapa IV 469 
Sabalagaruda 446 

Sachen Giinga Nyingpo 445, 448, 465, 
517 

Sakya 26, 34, 37-38, 54-55, 57, 60, 63, 71, 
101-102, IO4, IO7, IIO-II2, I30, I45, 
152, 156, 220, 222, 224, 228, 239, 25I, 
253,258,371-372.376,399.441.464. 
467. 474 . 501-504. 5 I2 > 5 i 5 
Sakya Pandita Giinga Gyeltsen Bel 
Sangpo 95, 99, 155, 159, 161, 164, 376, 
430 , 438 , 440 , 441 - 444 , 446 . 447 , 

455 , 464, 517 

Sakyamuni 34, 37, 38, 54, 55, 57, 60, 63, 

71,101,102,104,107, no, in, 112, 
1340,145,152,156, 220, 222, 224, 239, 
251,253,258,291,371,372,399,467, 

474,501-504,512,515 

Sakyas'ribhadra 441, 464 
Samantabhadra 367-369, 376-377, 

383-384, 428 

Samantabhadri 394 
Sangye Gyatso 169, 170 
Sangye Lama 382 
Sangye Lingpa 382 
Santabhadra 463 

Santaraksita 148-149, 365, 374, 501, 516 

Santideva 113, 116-118, 120, 132, 446, 491 

Santipa 323, 436, 463 

Saraha 399 

Sariputra 112 

Saroruhavajra 441, 463 

Sarvarthasiddha 40 

Savari 399 

Sekhar Chungwa 448 
Senalek 153, 497, 516 
Shangdon Chobar 448 
Shangpa Kagyu 402 
Shangpo 507 
Shang Tselpa 402 
Shenrap 501-504, 506-508, 512 
Sherap Tsiiltrim 437 
Shikpo Lingpa 383 
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Shudon Dorje Gyap 441 
Siddhartha Gautama 34, 258 
Simhanada 446 
Simhavaktra 446 

Sonam Gyatso , Dalai Lama III 164-165, 
476, 517 

Songtsen Gampo 144-147, 163, 176, 233, 
515. 516 

So Yeshe Wangchuk 376 

Sri Simha 369-370, 372, 377, 395 

Subhuti 104-105, 107-108, 132 

Suddhodana 37, 39, 41, 42, 52, 53, 244 

Sumatikirti 468 

Sumpa Khenpo 430 

Surchung 376 

Surpoche 376 

Sutra School 356 

Svetaketu 36, 37 

Tangla 499 

Tara 145, 146, 156, 157, 364, 425 
Tarpa Lotsawa 376 
Tarthang Tulku 378, 379, 396 
Tenzin Gyatso , Dalai Lama XIV 21, 28, 
195 . 197 . 365. 495 » 518 
Terdak Lingpa 371, 382, 428 
Tilottama 258, 320 
Tonmi Sambhota 147 
Topa Bhadra 425 
Totori Nyentsen 144, 515 
Totreng 375, 555 

Translations of Teachings 162, 508 
Translations of Treatises 162, 508 
Tri Detsuktsen 368 
Trinle Gyatso , Dalai Lama XII181 
Tri Songdetsen 144, 147-148, 153, 253, 
367, 370, 380, 505, 516 
Tritsun 145 
Troma 428 
Triilnang 145 

Tsangyang Gyatso , Dalai Lama VI 
170-171 

Tsarchen Losel Gyatso 445 
Tsarpa 445, 446 


Tselpa Kagyu 402 
Tsenpo Khore 155 
Tsong Khapa Losang Drakpa 106, 

107, 122, 132, 163, 164, 191, 220, 

222, 271, 273, 276, 278, 291, 320, 

321, 361, 363, 467-469. 471 - 477 . 
481-485, 487, 489, 491, 493, 494, 
496 , 517 

Tsur Shonnu Sengge 441 
Tugen Losang Chogi Nyima 448 
Tupden Gyatso , Dalai Lama XIII181 
Tiisum Khyenpa 402 
Udraka Ramaputra 47, 50 
Upali 57 

VagisVarakirti 463 

Vairocana 352, 368, 370, 376-377, 382 
Vajradhara 280-281, 368, 375, 399, 401, 
408, 415, 424 
Vajrakila 446 

Vajrapani 153, 364, 436, 445, 469, 471 
Vajrasattva 251, 295, 301-305, 364, 369, 
376 - 377 . 383 
Vajrayogini 256, 364, 428 
Vasubandhu 85, 99, 441, 469, 477, 515 
Vasudhara 377, 446 
Vimalamitra 368-370, 376-377 
Virupa 256, 433-435. 449 . 45i. 455. 463. 

464 

Wencheng 145, 146, 176, 517 
Werma 507 
White Tara 364 
White Yak of Being 507 
Yamantaka 364, 411, 469 
Yangdak Gyelpo 506 
Yas'odhara 42, 60 
Yeshe Donden 481 
Yeshede 153 

Yeshe O 155, 157, 178, 254, 320 
Yeshe Tsogyel 371, 380, 428 
Yonden Gyatso, Dalai Lama IV 165, 
377 . 517 

Zhao Erfeng 184, 185 



TITLES OF WORKS MENTIONED / 589 


Titles of Works Mentioned 


Ascertainment of Valid Cognition 446 
Associated Collection 58 
Blue Annals 137, 177, 403, 404, 429 
Cakrasamvara Tantra^6, 357, 463 
Collection Sutra 369 
Compendium ofAbhidharma 99,446 
Compendium of the Truth of All 
Tathdgatas 258 

Compendium of Valid Cognition 441, 477 
Commentary on the Compendium of Valid 
Cognition 446, 477 
Complete Path of the Great Seal 463 
Diamond Sutra 105 

Entry Into the Middle Way 447, 469, 478 
Enumerated Collection 58 
Essence of the Good Explanations, Treatise 
Differentiating the Interpretable and 
the Definitive 471 

Essential Drop of Wisdom Tantra 463 
Extensive Sport Sutra 37, 38, 59 
Flame Point of the Completion Stage 463 
Fourfold Innermost Essence 383 
Four Hundred 447 

Four Interwoven Commentaries on the 
Great Exposition of the Stages of the 
Path 496 

Fundamental Tantra of the Tivo Examina¬ 
tions 463 

Great Chronicle 40 
Great Jeweled Wishing Tree 4 66 
Guhyasamaja-tantra 286, 322, 356, 364, 
376, 463 

Heart Essence of Longchenpa 360 
Hevajra-tantra 249, 261, 292, 320, 322, 
357, 436, 441, 447, 450, 452, 455, 457, 
459, 460, 463, 465, 466 
Innermost Essence of the Great Expanse 
380 

Instructions on Straightening the Crooked 
463 

Kdlacakra-tantra 60, 228, 323, 357, 364, 
376, 470, 492 
Kiss Tantra 400 


Lalitavistara-siitra 60, 61 

Lengthy Collection 58 

Lives of the Eighty-Four Adepts 256 

Magical Net 372, 381 

Middle Length Collection 58 

Official Edict 254, 320 

Olapati 558 

Ornament for Clear Realizations 446, 
470, 478 

Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines 103, 
105, 112 

Precious Appearance of the Inseparability 
of Cyclic Existence and Nirvana 466 
Essential View of All Tantras 4 66 
Precious Garland of Tenets 476 
Refutation of Errors Regarding Secret 
Mantra 254 

Root Verses on the Middle Way 446 
Samputa-tantra 294, 441 
Samvara-tantra 403 
Secret Basic Essence Tantra 356, 376 
Secret Tantra of the General Precept of All 
Mandalas 376 
Short Collection 58 
Statement ofBa 375 
Sutra Explaining the Thought 
86,115,127,133,134,429 
Sutra of the Fortunate Eon 38 
Sutra of the Great Final Nirvana 54, 61 
Sutra of the Meeting of Father 
and Son 53 

Sutra on Individual Liberation 446 
Sutra on Monastic Discipline 446 
Sutra on the Ten Levels 133, 134 
Sutra Turning the Wheel ofDharma 51 
Tantra Called ‘Questions of the Stiperior 
Subdhufy6 

Tantra of the Great Natural Arising of 
Awareness 384, 396 
Treasury ofAbhidharma 99, 441, 446 
Treasury of the Knowledge of Valid 
Cognition 442, 446 
Vajra-panjara-tantra 441 
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Achi 441 

Amdo 26, 137, 156, 175, 182, 183,190,192, 
199, 200, 206, 215, 467 
Bodhgaya 258 
Bon Mountain 507 
Britain 182, 196 
Bugyel 137 
Bumla 182 

Central Asia 27, 59, 137, 142, 143, 144, 

152, 155,159, 167, 175, 185, 223, 252, 
502, 515 

China 12, 27, no, 137, 142-144, 148-149, 
152, 155, 160, 163-164, 168, 171-172, 
174-178, 181-186,195-199, 201, 
206-209, 212, 215, 217, 358, 369-371, 
373 , 443 - 444 . 468, 472, 503, 513, 

515-516, 518-519 

Chong Gye 142,165 

Circle of Awakening 48 

Densatil 162, 402, 517 

Dhanakos'a 372, 383 

Dharamsala 14, 21, 132, 203, 205, 216, 

321, 322, 429, 430, 494 
Do Do 137 
Do Me 137,183 

Drebung 165, 204, 220, 474-475, 479, 
495 

Drebung Deyang 479 
Drebung Gomang 479 
Dri River 183, 185 
Drikung 402 
Drokri 474 
Drongmoche 446 

Ganden monastery 165, 202, 238, 467, 
474 . 517 

Ganden Jangtse 479, 481 
Ganden Shardze 479, 495 
Gongpo 507, 548 
Guge 155, 157 
Gurkha 173-174, 183, 518 
Gyangdur 441 
Gyantse 139, 181 
Hlamo Latso 181, 190, 192 
Hlokha 425 

India 12-14, 2I > 2 3> 2 7> 2 9> 3 I_ 35> 37. 39 . 
41, 43, 45, 47-53, 55, 57, 59-61, 79, 81, 


101,109,130-132,140-144,147-159, 
162,168, 175—177, 181-182,184-185, 
i 95 _i 96, 201-204, 210, 216-217, 
227-229, 231, 239, 242-244, 250-256, 
258, 262-263, 306, 319-321, 323, 
355-358, 360, 362-364, 367-371. 
374 - 376 , 396, 399, 401-402, 405, 
407, 415, 424, 428-430, 433, 

435-436, 441-442.. 445 . 449 , 455 . 
464-465, 470 - 47 1 . 473 - 474 . 477 , 
479, 481. 485, 49 2_ 495> 501-502, 

508, 512, 515-517, 519 
Jokhang 145, 165, 233, 479 
Kailasha 502 
Kangchen 137, 172 
Kapilavastu 42, 52-53, 61, 244 
Katok 378, 383 

Kham 14, 26, 137, 162, 167, 175,182-185, 
196-197,199-201, 206, 216, 365, 383, 
518 

Korlochen 441 

Kumbum 183,190, 193, 222, 223 
Kus'inagara 55, 244 
Labrang 183, 215 
Lari 507 

Lhasa 17, 137-139, 141, 144, 149-150,159, 
164-165, 167, 169-170, 172,176-177, 
181-187, 190, 192-194, 197-198, 
201-202, 207, 210, 219-220, 222, 
227-228, 238, 396, 472, 474, 
479-480, 516-518 
Litang 172 

Lower Tantric College 480-481 

Lumbini 40, 244 

Machu 137 

Magadha 244 

Marpori 144, 374 

Menri 505 

Mindroling 383 

Nalanda 157, 399, 463, 515, 517 

Nalendra 445 

Nartang 162 

Nechung 195, 197, 203, 226, 480 
Ngari 68, 82, 105,137,175, 182, 420, 446 
Ngari Gorsum 137 
Norbulingka 195, 201 
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Nyarong 183,185, 518 
Odantapurl 148 
Oddiyana 370-373, 383 
Olmo Lungring 502 
Pakmodru 162-163, 165-166, 402, 422, 
517 

Penyiil 445 

Pd 137, 157, 436, 437 

Podrang 203 

Potala 144, 168-170, 190,195, 197, 
202-203, 300, 374, 478, 479 
Rajagrha 57, 244, 515 
Ramoche 145, 202 

Reting 159,187, 188,190-192, 195, 197, 
472, 518 

Rinbung 163, 562 
Riwotse Nga 371 
Rumtek 402 
Sahor 228, 372, 373 

Samye 148, 150, 233, 355, 368, 370, 374, 
376, 437, 516 

Sangri Khangmar 425, 428 
Sarnath 50, 51, 239 
Sera Monastery 191 
Shalu 446 

Shangshung 144, 373, 501, 503 
Shedrupling 495 
Shigatse 139, 210, 436, 505 
Sitavana 369, 372 
Sravasti 244 


Sri Dhanyakataka 228 
Sokla Gyao 137 
Sosadvipa 372 
Taksik 501-502 
Taktse 188, 190-193 
Tangchu (river) 229 
Tangla (mountains) 499 
Tashihlrinpo 166, 173, 186, 495 
Tashi Trigo 563 
Three Provinces 137, 166,175 
Toling 158,178 
Trayatrims'a 40 
Trochu 508 

Tsang 26, 137, 141, 156, 163, 165, 166, 170, 
171,175, 190, 191, 192, 347, 435, 441, 
445, 476, 495, 504, 505, 517 
Tsang Chumik 441 
Tsongkha 467 
Tsuklakhang 202 

Tusita 36, 37, 40, 222, 244, 251, 474 
U 26,137,156, 165, 175, 445, 479 
Upper Tantric College 481 
Varanasi 132 

Vais'all 46, 54, 55, 102, 244, 515 
Vajrasana 372, 394 
Vikramas'ila 157 
White Choden 137 

Yarlung 141-144, 155, 175, 182, 497, 505 
Yeru Ensa 504 




